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ABSTRACT
Higher education has increased its focus to national degree attainment, especially
among adults who have some college education (Hardin, 2008; Nettles, 2017). Research
from these entities identifies future economic growth and the strength of the United
States economy requires a more highly educated society (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). As a
result, federal and institutional initiatives seek ways to increase the retention rates of
current students while also incentivizing students to return to school to complete their
degrees (Markle, 2015). A review of the related literature identified economic and social
benefits exist for individuals who obtain a postsecondary degree (Chan, 2016).
This mixed methods study examines educational attainment through an adult
degree completion initiative and seeks to determine its tangible and intangible benefits
for the individuals participating in the initiative. A survey was utilized to collect both the
quantitative and qualitative data required to answer the research objectives. The survey
consisted of 24 questions and was distributed to 2,115 graduates of an adult degree
completion initiative. Findings from this study emphasize the financial impact of degree
attainment for the participants. Findings also suggest that the participants achieved other
work-related and social benefits beyond a monetary value. Future research
considerations include incorporating technical certificates to compare with 2-year and 4year degrees.
Keywords: Adult degree completion, higher education, postsecondary degree, workforce
development
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
Higher education for the past decade has increased its focus on national degree
attainment, especially among adults who have some college education (Hardin, 2008;
Nettles, 2017). A need exists to increase postsecondary educational attainment, and it
directly relates to the United States shift from an economy of industry to an economy of
knowledge (Lumina Foundation, 2017). One of the aims of the Obama Administration
focused on again returning the United States to the nation with the largest percentage of
college-educated citizens in the world (Nichols, 2011). 1995 was the last year the United
States was ranked first of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) member countries and since then has been significantly outpaced (Aud et al.,
2011). In 2019, the OECD ranked the United States at 18th among developed countries
in the percentage of its young adults between the ages 25 and 34 with an associate or
higher degree (Education at a Glance 2020, 2020). In 2019, 40% percent of young
Americans were expected to complete an associate or higher degree, compared with 63%
in Ireland, 49% in Korea, 44% in the United Kingdom, 42% in Australia, and 41% in
Greece (Education at a Glance 2020, 2020). The United States is at 40%, along with the
Russian Federation (Education at a Glance 2020, 2020). Additionally, 40% is the OCED
average (Education at a Glance 2020, 2020).
To increase the number of college-educated citizens, the United States
government created a national degree attainment goal for 60% of Americans between the
ages of 25 and 34 to earn either an associate or bachelor’s degree before 2020 (Nettles,
2017). At the same time, the Lumina Foundation set a goal to increase college degree
completion from 39% of adults with an associate or bachelor’s degree to 60% by 2025
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(Lumina Foundation, 2017; Nettles, 2017). From 2007 data on the OECD countries'
percentages of adults with college degrees, the leading countries will be approaching
college attainment rates of 60% in their young adult populations by 2020 (Kelly, 2010).
The United States created its goal at the same rate as the projected worldwide rate to
remain competitive (Kelly, 2010). Only Ireland has reached the 60% educational
attainment goal based on 2019 data (Education at a Glance 2020, 2020).
Spurred by the national degree attainment goal, national education leaders, state
policymakers, leaders of non-governmental organizations, and institutions pushed for
degree completion initiatives to increase degree attainment (Erisman & Patricia Steele,
2012; Lane, 2012). Colleges and universities across the nation responded to the goal to
increase educational attainment rates by forming adult degree completion initiatives
(Gast, 2013). Efforts to achieve this goal vary from state to state as programs and
initiatives have been designed and created (Adult College Completion Network, n.d.).
Studies show that future economic growth and the success of the United States
require a more highly educated society (Lane, 2012). The United States must increase its
skilled labor force to keep up with the number of jobs requiring education to maintain a
healthy economy in the future (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). The 2010 U.S. Census Bureau
estimates one-fifth of Americans over 25 years have some college credit but did not
complete a degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Adult degree completion initiatives
target this group of non-completers (Kelly, 2010). Since the call to action, many
initiatives were created across the country, but there is little literature on these initiatives'
effectiveness (Adult College Completion Network, n.d.). Educational attainment rates
are increasing across the country (Lumina Foundation, 2019). While the benefits of
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education are known, there remains a void in the literature that focuses on the individuals
in an adult degree completion initiative upon degree completion (Erisman & Steele,
2015).
This introductory chapter includes a presentation of the current study's
background, the problem and purpose, significance, and research objectives. A
conceptual framework is presented, followed by assumptions, delimitations, key terms,
and a chapter summary.
Background of the Study
Globalization and automation beginning in the 1970s increased the demand for
skilled workers (Carnevale, Jayasundara, et al., 2013). Since the second half of the
twentieth century, structural changes to the United States economic landscape led to a
shift from high school-educated laborers to a workforce where two out of three jobs
require some form of postsecondary training (Carnevale et al., 2016). These economic
changes are a part of a longstanding economic trend. The post-Great Recession economy
split the country by education status (Carnevale et al., 2016). During the recession, 7.2
million jobs were lost (Carnevale et al., 2016). Most of those, over 5.6 million, were jobs
for high school-educated workers (Carnevale et al., 2016). Only one percent of those lost
jobs returned from 2010 to 2016 (Carnevale et al., 2016). This trend is not only a result
of the recession but also due to slower population growth and population aging
(Carnevale et al., 2015b).
Economic demand requires the increase of skilled workers because of the
technological changes and a reorganization of work driven by the spread of computer
technologies (Goldin & Katz, 2007). Less-skilled workers find obtaining high-wage jobs
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more difficult, as the higher-skilled workers are obtaining employment and are paid a
premium for their skills (Holzer, 2012). High-skilled workers are those with advanced
professional degrees, including doctors, lawyers, engineers, and accountants (Holzer,
2012). Middle-skilled workers are likely to be craftsmen in construction, technicians,
nurses in health care, managers in retail trade, and skilled technicians in manufacturing
(Holzer, 2012). Low-skilled jobs are disappearing and being replaced by high-skill jobs
(Carnevale et al., 2011; Carnevale, Jayasundara, et al., 2013). Low-skilled jobs are those
in which half the workers have no education beyond high school (Carnevale et al., 2016).
These jobs are found in food preparation, buildings and grounds, maintenance,
transportation, farming, production, and construction. The U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics states that of the 15 fastest growing occupations, 11 of them require some
postsecondary education, and nine of these require at least an associate or bachelor’s
degree (Hogan & Roberts, 2015). Most jobs that require postsecondary education are
office jobs, education jobs, health care jobs, and high-tech jobs (Carnevale, Strohl, &
Smith, 2013).
Apart from the national economic need to increase postsecondary educational
attainment, there are numerous social and economic benefits for an individual who
obtains a postsecondary degree (Chan, 2016). Providing high-quality education is one of
the best returns on investment a state can deliver (Berger & Fisher, 2013). A review of
the literature supports that postsecondary degree attainment benefits an individual
financially in increased average incomes (Ma et al., 2016). Literature expands on an
array of social and health benefits, including better well-being, higher standards of living,
and more proactive and civically engaged lifestyles (Chan, 2016). While the benefits are
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numerous, there are costs to obtaining a degree (Mitchell et al., 2017). If an individual
cannot justify education costs to the perceived benefits, the individual may not continue
their education (Becker, 1964; Erisman & Steele, 2015; Tan, 2014).
Studies show education is directly related to salary, and workers with some
postsecondary education earn more money than those with a high school degree
(Carnevale et al., 2011; Ma et al., 2016). Workers with some postsecondary education
have occupied most of the jobs with salaries over $53,000, and these jobs include benefits
like health insurance and retirement plans (Carnevale et al., 2016). In 2018, over 36
million Americans over 25 years had some postsecondary education but did not complete
their degree program (Fain, 2019; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Many of these past
students who left higher education are only a few credits shy away from earning a degree
(Civitas Learning, 2018; Complete 2 Compete, n.d.). Civitas Learning (2018) found one
in five students who did not graduate completed 75% or more of the credits required, and
one in ten students reached 90% or more.
Additionally, the number of traditional postsecondary students continues to
decrease (Erisman & Steele, 2015). It has become more important for institutions to
focus on nontraditional students returning to school through adult degree completion
initiatives in order to meet the national goals of degree attainment necessary for a
competitive advantage (Bergman, 2016). Despite the increasing rates of high school
graduates, traditional student number projections indicate a decline over the next decade
(Erisman & Steele, 2015). While there is still a need for traditional students or those
between 18 and 22 years to earn a degree, the college degree attainment goal is aimed at
near-completers (Erisman & Steele, 2015). These students have been described as “low-
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hanging fruit” on the adult degree completion agenda (Institute for Higher Education
Policy, 2011). Adult degree completion initiatives have been created across the United
States to aid this goal (Lane, 2015; Russell, 2011). Scholars need to focus more on
nontraditional students as the number of traditional students continues to decrease (Matt
Bergman, 2016).
The fifty state governments in the United States are primarily responsible for
improvements in educational attainment (McLendon & Perna, 2014). Some of the recent
state policy innovations include the adoption of more performance-based funding
systems, the creation of new policies designed to improve students' transitions from K12, and new partnerships with prominent foundations and other organizations (e.g.,
Complete College America, Gates and Lumina Foundations) (McLendon & Perna, 2014).
Implementation of any policy change can lead to unintended consequences; some
scholars assert one of the consequences has been watering down the curriculum to
accommodate less academically prepared students (Bennett & Vedder, 2015). Regardless
of the difficulty of curriculum, several theories speak to the overall value of education as
it pertains to human capital development (Mariana, 2015).
Human capital theory and screening/filtering and signaling theories inform
workforce public policy for human resource development (Dobbs et al., 2008). For
clarification purposes, the terms screening, filtering, and signaling are associated with
screening theory (Dobbs et al., 2008) and are used interchangeably in this study. From a
policy standpoint, human capital theory and screening theory address hypotheses
associated with an employee's productivity and workforce value (Psacharopoulos &
Patrinos, 2018). Human capital theory posits skills enhance productivity, and earnings
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increases are due to the increased productivity brought about by investments in education
(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). Screening theory proposes employers hire
employees with credentials to reduce their risk of hiring someone with a lower ability to
learn, and earnings may not be due to productivity (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).
The college degree attainment goal for 60% of Americans between the ages 25 and 34 to
earn either an associate or bachelor’s degree fundamentally stems from screening theory
as the credential signals value (Arrow, 1973; Jaeger & Page, 1996; Psacharopoulos &
Patrinos, 2018). The United States college degree attainment goal uses degrees
completed as a metric to increase skilled workers rather than measuring skills and
abilities (Lumina Foundation, 2019).
Statement of Problem
The United States needs more people to obtain postsecondary degrees to maintain
a healthy competitive economy (Carnevale et al., 2016; Carnevale, Strohl, et al., 2013;
Erisman & Steele, 2015). To increase the number of educated workers with
postsecondary degrees, adult degree completion initiatives were created to aid this goal
(Lane, 2012). Ideally, a change in earnings and workforce opportunity for the individuals
would occur upon degree completion based on higher education literature (Arrow, 1973;
Cai, 2013; Spence, 1973). Postsecondary education signals an employability status in the
job market (Chan, 2016). Individuals with postsecondary education benefit economically
and also experience a variety of social benefits (Chan, 2016; Doyle & Skinner, 2017; Ma
et al., 2016). States that invest in education increase the number of educated workers
while strengthening their economies and attracting high-wage employers (Berger &
Fisher, 2013). Emerging literature suggests new strategies for the adult college
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completion agenda to increase educational attainment (Erisman & Steele, 2015; Lane,
2015; Wheatle et al., 2017). While the number of degrees earned in all states rises
(Lumina Foundation, 2019), the impact of adult degree completion initiatives on an
individual’s earnings and workforce opportunity remains relatively unknown (Erisman &
Steele, 2015). One unanswered question pertains to the perceived benefits from the
individual’s perspective and whether adult degree completion initiatives pay off for the
individuals financially or in some other way.
Purpose of Study
This study aimed to determine the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers for
individuals participating in an adult degree completion initiative. As the demand for
more people in the United States to obtain a postsecondary degree increases, the
effectiveness of current programs and initiatives must be identified to inform strategies to
meet future workforce needs (Lane, 2012). Adults returning to complete their
postsecondary education expect the value of the credential to outweigh the cost (Tan,
2014). Because the choice to pursue a degree is made at an individual level, the
individual must decide if the benefits of education are greater than the expenses (Foskett,
2005; Tan, 2014). Typically, if the costs outweigh the benefits, the individual will not
continue their education (Becker, 1964; Erisman & Steele, 2015).
Research Objectives
The research objectives examined the impact of the adult degree completion
initiative on participants after the completion of the initiative. The research objectives
listed below are derived from a review of the literature and supported this study's purpose
to determine the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers for individuals participating
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in an adult degree completion initiative. This study included the following research
objectives:
RO1: Describe the demographic characteristics of participants, including degree
type, college, courses required, residence, ethnicity, age, and gender.
RO2: Determine the relationship of degree attainment and job change of adult
degree completion initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO3: Determine the relationship of salary and demographic characteristics,
including degree type, courses required, ethnicity, age, and gender of
initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO4: Determine the financial impact of degree attainment of adult degree
completion initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO5: Explore the participants’ perspectives about the benefits and barriers of the
adult degree completion initiative participants who have completed their
degree.
Conceptual Framework
According to Miles et al. (2019), the conceptual framework depicts graphically or
narratively the elements of the study and the presumed interrelationships among them.
This study examined the impact on the individuals who graduated through an adult
degree completion initiative. For the United States to maintain a competitive position in
today’s global economy, the United States requires the American workforce to increase
postsecondary levels of academic and applied skills (Mitchell et al., 2017; Soares, 2013).
Yet, the federal government's educational attainment-rate goals do not measure skills
achieved, only degree achieved (Lumina Foundation, 2019). Adult completion initiatives
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market to individuals who already have some college education but cannot be counted as
a skilled workforce member without a completed degree (Carnevale, Strohl, et al., 2013;
Erisman & Steele, 2015). Screening theory proposes since the economy operates in an
imperfect market where skill information is difficult to obtain, education signals value to
an employer (Arrow, 1973; Dobbs et al., 2008; Spence, 1973). Human capital
development theory and screening theory inform workforce developers whether investing
in skill set, on-the-job training, or education makes an individual more employable or
marketable (Wang & Holton, 2005).
The conceptual framework highlights the objectives of this study to examine
degree attainment by looking at the tangible and intangible benefits of a degree from the
individuals' perspective. The study addresses five research objectives. RO2-RO4 are
quantitative objectives, and RO5 is qualitative, making the study mixed methods. The
conceptual framework begins with RO1 and the intent to describe the demographic
information. RO2 represents the intent to examine the relationship of degree type by job
change. RO3 represents the intent to examine the relationship of salary change by the
demographic information of degree type, courses required, ethnicity, age, and gender.
RO4 illustrates the intent to study degree attainment’s tangible benefits by determining
the ROI & payback period of adult degree completion initiative participants who have
completed their degree. RO5 represents the qualitative component that seeks to explore
the participants’ perspectives of the benefits and barriers of degree attainment. Finally,
the framework illustrates the study’s theoretical foundations, human capital development
theory, and screening theory as lenses to identify the tangible and intangible benefits of
degree attainment. Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework used in this study.
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Figure 1 Conceptual Framework
Conceptual Framework

Significance of Study
By returning to school, the individuals in this study expected their degree to
benefit them in some way (Tan, 2014). As college tuition and fees continue to climb,
many state policymakers are pushed to consider higher education’s return on investment
(Blagg & Blom, 2018). The risk of obtaining a degree must balance against an increase
in earnings from the degree (Blagg & Blom, 2018). The literature review addresses the
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widespread financial and social benefits of postsecondary education (Chan, 2016;
Erisman & Steele, 2015). Identifying the tangible benefits of adult degree completion
initiative sheds light on whether the individuals had a change in salary or job, as well as
determining any intangible benefits achieved by completing their degree.
This study's significance was realized by the individuals who obtained a degree
through an adult degree completion initiative, but this study also supports the ongoing
national effort of increasing educational attainment. Providing high-quality education is
one of the best returns on investment a state can realize (Berger & Fisher, 2013). Higher
earnings of individuals convert to increases in tax revenue at the local, state, and federal
levels (Good & La Prad, 2013; Williams II, 2017). Also, while a higher educational
attainment rate benefits a state financially, attainment also increases general social
welfare (Chan, 2016; Doyle & Skinner, 2017). College graduates have higher
satisfaction rates with their jobs, live healthier lifestyles, smoke less, exercise more, and
are more civically involved with higher voting and volunteerism rates (Ma et al., 2016).
Additionally, through questions about the participants’ perspectives about the
benefits and barriers of the adult degree completion initiative, the research aimed to
identify intangible benefits as well. The research gathered from this study aids
government and non-government agencies in determining effective strategies to meet the
federal government goals in educational attainment. Identifying the benefits and barriers
of an adult completing their degree informs stakeholders and higher education institutions
on the creation of new policies to support adults returning to school.
Many states offer adult degree completion initiatives (Lane, 2012), but it is
unknown why completion rates for returning students are significantly higher in some
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states (Erisman & Steele, 2015). Scholars have more literature from the last decade on
adult learners, but most of the information is duplicative (Erisman & Steele, 2015).
Policymakers and higher education leaders lack information on ways to successfully
increase degree completion among adults with some earned college credit (Erisman &
Steele, 2015). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) projects adult
enrollment to increase by 11% between 2015 and 2026 (Snyder et al., 2018). Federal,
state, and philanthropic entities continue to push to meet the educational attainment goals
set. Foundations like Lumina provide an annual report to track each state’s efforts in
achieving the collective goal of 60% of Americans to hold postsecondary degrees
(Lumina Foundation, 2019). Stakeholders monitoring the adult degree completion
initiative's perceived success will dictate its continued duplication or adaptation in other
states.
Assumptions
Assumptions are what the researcher takes for granted in a study (Roberts &
Hyatt, 2019). The current study assumed a willingness and availability to participate by
the population of interest. Additionally, the researcher assumed the participants
answered the survey accurately and honestly. This study also assumed the sample is
typical of the population.
Delimitations
Delimitations clarify the boundaries of a study by stating what will and will not be
included (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). A delimitation of the current study is the researcher’s
defined data collection criteria. The purpose of the study was to examine educational
attainment through an adult degree completion initiative during a single point in time and
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in one state. While there are similar programs and initiatives across the country, they are
not included in this study. The scope of the impact of the study was limited to December
2017 to December 2020. This timeline aligns with the United States college degree
attainment goal for 60% of Americans who are between the ages 25 and 34 to earn either
an associate or bachelor’s degree before 2020 (Nettles, 2017). Additionally, this study
does not include the effects of the initiative on the economic impact for the state
regarding the recruitment of new businesses. This study also does not track whether the
individuals who obtain a degree through the adult degree completion initiative remain in
the state studied after the completion of the study.
Definition of Terms
It is necessary to define terms to help the reader understand this study. These
terms are either unique to adult degree completion initiatives or defined specifically for
this study. The following definitions relate to this adult degree completion initiative:
1. Agglomeration – the concept that industries locate near one another for some
benefit (Marshall, 1890).
2. Complete 2 Compete (C2C) – a Mississippi state initiative focused on helping
Mississippi adults who have completed some college finish the requirements
necessary to earn their degrees (Complete 2 Compete, n.d.).
3. Cluster – geographic concentrations of industries related by knowledge, skills,
inputs, demand, and/or other linkages (Delgado et al., 2015).
4. Human Capital – the skills, knowledge, and experience possessed by an
individual or population, viewed in terms of their value or cost to an
organization or country (Swanson & Holton, 2009).
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5. Near-Completers – students who completed at least 75% of the credits needed
for a degree and to have been in good academic standing when they left the
postsecondary institution (Erisman & Steele, 2015).
6. Nontraditional Students – students over the age of 24 (National Center for
Education Statistics, n.d.).
7. Post-traditional learners – those between the ages of 25 and 64 who are
existing and potential college students (Soares, 2013).
8. Return on investment (ROI) – measures the gain or loss generated on an
investment relative to the quantity of money invested (Return on Investment,
2019). The return on investment formula is ROI% = (Net Program Benefits /
Program Costs) x 100 (Phillips & Phillips, 2016). Net Program Benefits is
computed by benefits - costs (Phillips & Phillips, 2016).
9. Screening/filtering – education is a filter by which successful completion of
education signals higher levels of innate ability (Arrow, 1973; Dobbs et al.,
2008).
10. Signaling – education, in its capacity as a signal in the model, helps to
allocate the right people to the right jobs (Spence, 1973).
11. Skilled Workforce – postsecondary degrees and credentials are an urgent
necessity for a large portion of the United States population (Nettles, 2017).
12. Traditional Students – students enrolling in college immediately after high
school (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).
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Organization of the Study
The presentation of the current study organizes into five chapters. Chapter I
provides an overview of the study, describing the reasons for the study and its
organization. Chapter II presents an overview of the literature and theories of adult
degree completion initiatives. The chapter also identifies the current stakeholders and
known benefits for adults returning to school to complete their degrees. Chapter III
discusses the methodology and the structure of this mixed methods study. Additionally,
it outlines the use of a survey to collect data that is analyzed in future chapters. Chapter
IV provides an analysis of the research findings in the context of the research purpose
and objectives. The final chapter, Chapter V, offers research findings, conclusions, and
recommendations.
Summary
This chapter addresses the need for the United States to increase its educational
attainment rate. The United States government, foundations, stakeholders, and other
entities are pushing to increase the educational attainment rates in every state across the
nation. These efforts of increasing the number of Americans with postsecondary
education are to combat the changes in the United States economic structure. The
chapter also discusses adult degree completion initiatives' purpose to increase the overall
number of postsecondary degrees. The research objectives were provided along with the
conceptual framework of the study and the theoretical foundation. The study's
significance was described in relation to an educational attainment initiative being an
example for other states to duplicate or adapt. Following the assumptions, delimitations,
and definitions of key terms, the chapter concluded with the study's organization. The
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literature review in the next chapter discusses the areas noted above for further
exploration of leadership’s critical role in the evolving higher education industry.
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides a review of relevant literature supporting the research
objectives of the study. The literature review includes an overview of degree completion
benefits, barriers, and return on investment. This chapter also includes a brief history of
higher education and its theoretical foundation related to adult degree completion
initiatives.
For the past decade, there has been a push for a college completion agenda due to
changes in the economy (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2011; Soares, 2013).
This push is driven by leaders in higher education, policymakers, and other stakeholders
in education and workforce development (Lane, 2012). Research from these entities
identifies that the strength of the United States economy requires a more highly educated
society (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). The economic and social benefits for an individual
and the state are numerous (Chan, 2016), but in order to create a successful degree
completion initiative, barriers must be identified (Erisman & Patricia Steele, 2012). The
purpose of this study, therefore, is to determine the tangible and intangible benefits and
barriers for individuals participating in an adult degree completion initiative.
College Degree Attainment Goals
In 2009, the Obama administration set a goal to retake America’s position as a
leader in postsecondary educational attainment by 2020 (Soares, 2013). To achieve the
goal, 60% of the United States population between the ages 25 and 34 require an
associate degree or higher (Nettles, 2017). From the goal set by the federal government,
the Lumina Foundation committed to degree completion by creating its own goal
(Lumina Foundation, 2019). Lumina was created when USA Group, Inc., a private
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nonprofit loan guarantor and the administrator of education loans, sold to Sallie Mae
most of its operating assets in 2000 (Lumina Foundation, 2007). Lumina works on a
national level to increase access and success for students lacking education beyond high
school (Lumina Foundation, 2007). Their goal is for 60% of Americans between the ages
of 25 and 34 to hold a degree, certificate, or another high-quality postsecondary
credential by 2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2019). In 2016, their net assets were $1.2
billion, and total grantmaking mission-related expenses were $58 million (Rockefeller
Philanthropy Advisors, 2018).
Lumina’s annual reports track the educational attainment of Americans between
the ages 25 and 64 after high school. Since 2008, the national educational attainment
average has increased from 38.1% to 51.3% (Lumina Foundation, 2019). While that is a
13 percentage points increase, another nine percentage points are needed to make the goal
by 2025 (Lumina Foundation, 2019). To reach this goal in time, quick action is required
to meet the demands of the changing United States workforce (Gordon, 2015; Soares,
2013). In the past decade, states have created various kinds of college completion
initiatives to boost their own educational attainment levels (Adult College Completion
Network, n.d.). Each of these initiatives views itself as aiding the critical problem to
increase the nation’s educational attainment (Bergman, 2016; Erisman & Steele, 2015).
While there has always been a collective goal to increase educational attainment overall
(Elman & O’Rand, 2004; Perna, 2005), to achieve the goals set by the federal
government and Lumina, stakeholders are focusing on the current adult workforce
(Lumina Foundation, 2019). Policymakers acknowledge to meet the aggressive goal put
before them, they need to focus on the working-age population (Soares, 2013). Their
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target is post-traditional learners, or those between the ages 25 and 64, who are existing
and potential college students (Soares, 2013).
Shifting Landscape of Higher Education
Economic trends substantiate postsecondary education is the most important
economic asset (Carnevale et al., 2016). During the twentieth century, for most people
looking to obtain a middle-class job, a high school education could provide a livable
salary (Carnevale, Strohl, et al., 2013). For the United States to maintain a competitive
position in today’s global economy, the United States needs the American workforce to
increase their postsecondary levels of academic and applied skills (Mitchell et al., 2017;
Soares, 2013).
The United States economy has shifted from an economy of industry to an
economy of knowledge (Bergman, 2016; Elwick & Cannizzaro, 2017). There are half as
many manufacturing jobs as there were in 1978, and today only one out of 10 jobs are
manufacturing jobs (Moretti, 2012). The United States maintains a leading position as a
global economic superpower being proponents of democracy, job creation, and free
enterprise (Clifton, 2011). One of the main reasons for the United States' position is the
current raking of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Carnevale et al., 2015b). Clifton
(2011) finds in 30 years, China’s GDP will grow larger than the United States GDP.
Manufacturing is no longer an economic driver for national wealth (Moretti, 2012).
Labor is cheaper in developing countries, and much of the United States goods
production is outsourced to those countries (Moretti, 2012). The United States still
sustains the manufacturing authority in high-end goods in the creation of airplanes,
industrial machinery, and medical technology (Moretti, 2012). While these are
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manufacturing industries, the workforce for these industries requires more positions with
postsecondary educations like engineers (Holzer, 2012; Soares, 2013).
Since the 1960s, the United States economy has lost manufacturing industries and
created industries that require the creation of knowledge, innovation, and ideas (Moretti,
2012). Any industry, even manufacturing, could be described as knowledge-based, but
the overall economy was not named so until recently (Sum & Jessop, 2013). Many
prominent observers have been using the term “knowledge economy” in the last 15 to 20
years (Sum & Jessop, 2013). Policymakers have adopted the term when referring to the
transformation of the economy and the social strategies that guide the transformation
(Sum & Jessop, 2013). From the work of Moretti (2013), many technological optimists
believe this era of knowledge creation and innovation will never end. Glaeser (2013)
agrees the United States' comparative advantage lies in producing new ideas and that
innovation will be a labor-intensive activity.
Additionally, the effects of globalization and job availability are not equally
distributed. Many industries locate themselves with some degree of geographic
agglomeration (Moretti, 2012). An agglomeration of industries can occur to create a
cluster or a geographic concentration of related industries and associated institutions
(Delgado et al., 2015). Marshall (1890) found there to be three drivers of agglomeration,
labor market pooling, input-output linkages, and knowledge spillovers. At least one of
the drivers provides a cost or productivity advantage to a firm (Delgado et al., 2015;
Marshall, 1890). In more recent years, researchers have identified that as firms become
less productive, employees can move from employer to employer, thereby maximizing
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productivity and reducing the variance of worker wages (Diamond & Simon, 1990;
Krugman, 1991).
Today in the United States economy, business services sectors replaced
manufacturing as the largest industry cluster (Carnevale & Rose, 2015). Innovation
clusters spread across the country in California, Oregon, Texas, and Georgia (Ellison et
al., 2010; Moretti, 2012). The cities that contain these clusters are notably more
expensive to live in (Moretti, 2012). Due to the theory of agglomeration, productivity
and creativity have more value and overshadow the expensive labor and real estate costs
(Moretti, 2012). The theories of agglomeration and clustering are a necessary narrative
to postsecondary education in the United States (Ellison et al., 2010; Moretti, 2012).
States with clusters produce their own educated workforce but also pull talent from other
areas to supply these clusters (Moretti, 2012). States risk losing top talented workers to
areas of growth and job availability (Moretti, 2012). Education level and mobility are
directly related. The more education a person has, the more likely they are to relocate
(Moretti, 2012). Moretti (2013) found nearly half of the population of people who
graduate with a college degree move from their birth state by the age of 30. Only 27%
with high school diplomas and 17% of high school dropouts leave their home state
(Moretti, 2012). Saloner and Rotenberg (2000) found employers in cluster areas are
more likely to invest in their human capital, which helps sustain a constantly suitable
workforce. For other areas, there is a serious mismatch between adult workers’ skills and
the jobs that are projected to be created in the next decade (Kohl, 2010). People in
manufacturing who lost their jobs during the recession are finding limited options for
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employment, and they will continue to do so (Carnevale et al., 2016). As the economy
recovers, many of the new jobs require postsecondary education (Kohl, 2010).
Recovery from Recession
From December 2007 to June 2009, the United States economy experienced what
economists call the Great Recession (Carnevale et al., 2015b). Although the recession
ended in 2009, the recovery process did not begin until January 2010 and continued
through 2014 (Acemoglu & Autor, 2011). During the recovery phase, the Bureau of
Labor Statistics (2011) found adults over 25 years without a college degree earned
between $451 and $638 per week, which was below the median of $797 per week. Also,
the unemployment rate for workers over 25 years with a high school diploma was
between 9.4% and 14.1%, while the rate for adults with a bachelor’s degree was 4.9%
(“Bureau of Labor Statistics,” 2011). The recession further exacerbated the widening gap
of education required for the current workforce demands (Carnevale et al., 2016). Most
of the jobs created in the recovery process require education beyond high school, and the
trend is expected to continue (Carnevale et al., 2015b; Lumina Foundation, 2019).
Additionally, the wealth gap widens by educational level. Carlson and
McChesney (2015) found increases in the education level, such as master’s, professional,
or doctorate degrees, increases the salary, respectively. Carlson and McChesney (2015)
also found bachelor’s degrees no longer provide a better standard of living but only keep
up with inflation. Salary increases must be large enough to cover the annual inflation
found in the price of goods and services, and this equates to their standard of living or
buying power. Today the bachelor’s degree is the minimum degree needed before losing
buying power (Carlson & McChesney, 2015).
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As we move away from the recession, job growth is steadily increasing
(Carnevale et al., 2016). By 2015, the unemployment rate fell to five percent, which was
half the rate at the peak of the recession (Carnevale et al., 2015b). The U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics (2016) reported the population between the ages 25 and 34 was eight
percent overall unemployment for people with high school diplomas and under three
percent for people with bachelor’s degrees. While job growth provides optimism for a
healthy economy in the United States, the type of job is an important factor (Carnevale et
al., 2016). A report by Carnevale, Jayasundera, and Gulish (2015a) found 6.6 million
jobs were added during the recovery, and around half of those were good jobs compared
to low-wage jobs and middle-wage jobs. Good jobs were defined as jobs in the upper
third by median wages of occupations and paid more than $53,000 annually for full-time
employment (Carnevale et al., 2015a). Nearly all the good jobs, 2.8 million of the 2.9
million created, were filled by employees with a bachelor’s degree or higher (Carnevale
et al., 2015a). From 1995 to 2015, the unemployment rate for those with at least a
bachelor’s degree was consistently around half of the unemployment rate for high school
graduates over 25 years old (Ma et al., 2016).
Critics of the United States economic recovery point out while the unemployment
rate continued to decrease, the decline is not solely due to economic growth (Gordon,
2015). The number of people in the labor market was at its lowest in 36 years (Gordon,
2015). Additionally, any former jobs are now automated, and new jobs require skill or
education associated with the field (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). Employers want to hire
people who are job-ready without job training (Gordon, 2015). Some employers view
these job training programs as a poaching ground for other companies (Gordon, 2015). If
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companies are not willing to train on-the-job, then they use a potential new hire’s
education level to assess job readiness (Coff & Raffiee, 2015).
Benefits of a College Degree
Human capital theory stems from a neoclassical economic model (Wang &
Holton, 2005). This model focuses on two paradigms, methodological individualism, and
rational choice theory, to explain the social and economic phenomenon (Tan, 2014).
Human capital theory assumes individuals are rational, and they will choose to invest in
education until the costs outweigh the benefits (Tan, 2014). Johnes (1993) found if there
is no benefit, the individual will not continue their education. The benefits of higher
education are numerous and well documented (Chan, 2016; Institute for Higher
Education Policy, 2011). The economic and social benefits of education are commonly
discussed in research from the public’s perspective and the individual’s perspective
(Good & La Prad, 2013). Chan (2016) analyzed the economic and social benefits of
completing a degree from 60 peer-reviewed journal articles and 25 books published
between 2000 and 2016. Table 1 categorizes the themes from Chan’s study published in
2016.
Table 1 Economic and Social Benefits for Completing a College Degree
Economic and Social Benefits for Completing a College Degree
Social Benefits (public)
• Advanced knowledge and higher

Individual Benefits (private)
• Advanced knowledge
• Improved health and life expectancy

cognitive skills
• Greater productivity and higher tax

• Higher salaries and work benefits
• Increased personal status

payments
• Increased quality of civic life

• Greater rates of employment

• Reduced crime rates

• Personal and professional mobility
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Table 1 Continued
Social Benefits (public)
• Decreased reliance on governmental

Individual Benefits (private)
• Better consumer decision-making
• Improved working conditions

financial support
• Greater appreciation for diversity

• Improved ability to adapt to new

• Social Cohesion

technologies

• Increased charitable giving

• Less likely to experience poverty

• Increased community service

• More likely to attend graduate school

• More likely to vote

More likely to raise children with a

• More likely to donate blood

higher I.Q.

• Less likely to smoke
Note. Data for Economic and Social Benefits for Completing a College Degree from
Roy Chan (2016) for Journal of Education Policy, Planning, and Administration.

The research from Chan (2016) is very informative and exhaustive. Chan
provides a thematic overview of the benefits of completing a college degree. While Chan
provides a top-level look at benefits, this section continues with more in-depth research
from the literature on economic and social benefits.
Economic Benefits
Postsecondary education is one of the largest investments a person will make in
their lifetime (Carlson & McChesney, 2015). The literature shows students are more
likely to pursue more education when they are aware of the return on investment (Gillen
et al., 2013). The United States faces the challenge of remaining competitive in the
global economy while ensuring a decent living wage for those willing to work (Carnevale
& Rose, 2014). Carlson and McChesney (2015) found, using salary projections
calculated through 2030, the wealth gap is increasing, and the standard of living is
decreasing for anyone who has less than a bachelor’s degree. Their study also found
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males were projected to lose buying power with education below a master’s degree, and
females were projected to lose buying power in all degree attainment levels below a
bachelor’s degree (Carlson & McChesney, 2015). The continuance of an unexplained
gender wage gap suggests that labor-market discrimination currently adds to the wage
gap between genders (Blau & Kahn, 2017). Blau and Kahn (2017) found traditional
factors still play a role in the wage gap, including motherhood penalty, gender roles and
identity, differences in mathematics test scores and noncognitive skills, location in the
labor market, and gender discrimination (Blau & Kahn, 2017).
Numerous studies have found higher educational attainment is associated with
greater earnings (“Bureau of Labor Statistics,” 2011; French et al., 2015; Ma et al., 2016).
Postsecondary education is crucial for the economic opportunity of an individual. In
2015, the median earnings of a bachelor’s degree recipient working full time was
$24,600; this is 67% higher than high school graduates (Ma et al., 2016). Adults with a
college degree are more likely to be at the upper end of the income distribution than those
from comparable backgrounds with a high school diploma (Ma et al., 2016). From 1999
to 2009, the premium on college education lifetime earnings of a bachelor’s degree
increased from $2.7 million to $2.8 million (Carnevale et al., 2011). Current data from
the Bureau of Labor Statistics found the median weekly earnings for an individual with
an associate degree is $836 compared to a bachelor’s degree at $1,173 (Torpey, 2018).
The median weekly earnings for an individual with a high school diploma and no college
credits is $712 (Torpey, 2018). That is a 17% increase in median weekly earnings from a
high school diploma to an associate degree, and a 40% increase in earnings from
associate to bachelor’s degree (Torpey, 2018).
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Since the 2008 recession, 6.6 million jobs were added to the United States
economy (Carnevale et al., 2015a). Carnevale et al. (2015a) found from 2010 to 2014,
individuals with a college education filled most of the newly created good jobs, or those
above a salary of $53,000, while less-educated workers lost good jobs. Individuals with
an associate degree or some college filled 61% of the low-wage jobs, or those below a
salary of $32,000 (Carnevale et al., 2015a). Although education is linked to higher
earnings, the earning potential is not evenly distributed across the entire population (Ma
et al., 2016). Two-thirds of the earnings dispersion between 1980 and 2005 was due to
rising returns premium to postsecondary education (Autor, 2014). Variations in earnings
are found to be associated with the field of study, occupation, and location, as well as by
demographic factors such as gender and race or ethnicity (Baum et al., 2013). Baum et
al. (2013) found earnings premiums for bachelor’s degree compared to high school
education was smaller for ethnic groups. Carnevale et al. (2011) found women who are
full-time workers earn on average 25% less than men with the same education level.
Literature shows at any level of educational attainment, African Americans and Latinos
earn less than Whites (Carnevale et al., 2011; Carnevale & Rose, 2015; Ross et al., 2012).
Even with a master’s degree, African Americans and Latinos earn less over their lifetime
than Whites with a bachelor’s degree (Carnevale et al., 2011).
While there are a variety of factors that determine the value of education for an
individual, there is also evidence education directly provides value to the economy in
which the individual resides (Good & La Prad, 2013). Ma et al. (2016) found the benefits
of education extend far beyond the individual and create a stronger economy that
generates a higher standard of living for everyone. States can achieve greater economic
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success by investing in education (Berger & Fisher, 2013). Providing high-quality
education is one of the best returns on investment a state can provide (Berger & Fisher,
2013). Higher earnings of individuals impact tax revenue at the local, state, and federal
levels (Good & La Prad, 2013; Williams II, 2017). As income rises, so does the
proportion of taxes paid to each level (Williams II, 2017). From 2011 data, Baum et al.
(2013) found high school graduates with median earnings paid $6,400 in taxes, and
bachelor’s degree recipients paid $11,400. Rothwell (2015) found, on average,
bachelor’s degree recipients spend an estimated $278,000 more over a lifetime for local
goods and services than individuals with a high school diploma. The same study found
associate degree recipients on average spend an estimated $81,000 more and pay $9,000
more in state and local taxes (Rothwell, 2015). College graduates with a bachelor’s
degree pay 91% more in taxes each year than high school graduates, on average (Ma et
al., 2016). Ma et al. (2016) also found the average tax payments continue to rise for
individuals with a professional degree, with their tax payments over 3.5 times higher than
individuals with a high school diploma (Ma et al., 2016). For a state to benefit from
increased tax revenue, the educated individuals must remain in the state. Rothwell
(2015) found 68% of graduates from two-year colleges remain local, while only 42%
from four-year colleges remain local. For this reason, state and local governments, from
a financial perspective, have an incentive to boost college educational attainment
(Rothwell, 2015). While the topic of postsecondary education’s financial value is
important, there are equally important social benefits that can be attained by increases in
educational attainment (Chan, 2016).
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Social Benefits
Human capital theory originates from the neoclassical school of thought in
economics (Tan, 2014). The neoclassical economic model focuses on two core
paradigms, methodological individualism and rational choice theory, which attempt to
explain social/economic phenomenon (Tan, 2014). Because individuals rationally try to
maximize their own interests, social outcomes become a product of their choices (Tan,
2014). While human capital economists acknowledge there are monetary contributions
of education to the individual and society, they also acknowledge the nonmonetary
contributions of the social, cultural, intellectual, and aesthetic benefits of education (Tan,
2014). Research has established that there are financial and career benefits for recipients
of a bachelor’s degree (Chan, 2016). The publicity of these benefits is widespread.
Zaback et al. (2012) noted the perceived benefits alone motivate an individual to access
these economic and social benefits (e.g., reduced crime rates, increased charitable giving,
higher salaries, work benefits, improved health, advanced knowledge). Pascarella and
Terenzini (2005) suggested social effects from higher education were in one of the
following areas: learning and cognitive changes, psychosocial changes, attitudes and
values, moral reasoning, and career and economic impacts. Some of the earliest research
revealed the primary purpose of postsecondary education was to achieve an economic or
social benefit (Chan, 2016). Current research contends that postsecondary education’s
purpose is to acquire a high-paying job (Chan, 2016). Stephens (2013) noted students
want to go to college for the experience, for a job, or to have more knowledge. Students
are more motivated by higher economic benefits from postsecondary education than
social benefits found in the literature (Chan, 2016). While a student’s goals and
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objectives for higher education are simplistic (Stephens, 2013), stakeholders and
advocates of higher education view benefits from a wider lens (Zaback et al., 2012).
Although there are numerous benefits of higher education to the degree recipient, the
benefits to society are just as significant (Ma et al., 2016).
Better health is one such benefit of higher education. Researchers have
documented the relationship between health and education in the United States for over
55 years (Kitagawa & Hauser, 1973; Lauderdale, 2001). Montez and Hayward (2014)
found a positive relationship between levels of education and health benefits for women
from socioeconomically advantaged childhoods. Hussar and Bailey (2011) documented
the association between an increase in educational attainment and a decrease in adult
mortality. Educational attainment is also linked to active life expectancies (Montez &
Hayward, 2014). Link (2008) found an individual’s knowledge and an individual’s
behaviors outline the consequences of epidemiological and biomedical ramifications of
disease and death. For example, since the 1950s, smoking was purported to cause lung
cancer, but the belief spread slowly through the decades. Link (2008) stated in this case,
knowledge alone could not affect smoking habits. Other behavioral factors were more
successful in deterring smoking, such as education level and whether other key people in
the individual’s network were quitting (Link, 2008).
Educational attainment is also a predictor of civic participation. Civic
participation and engagement increase with more education (Qiao et al., 2017).
Campbell and Converse (1972) found a strong positive correlation between education and
civic participation by asserting education is the universal solvent. Putman (2000)
reiterates Campbell and Converse that an increase in educational attainment increases
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voting rates, donations, participation in civic events, and donating blood. McMahon's
(2009) research provides a broader view of the social benefits of higher education that
includes the effects on measures of democratization, political stability, life expectancy,
inequality, crime, human rights, environmental impacts, overall levels of happiness, and
utilization of new technology. Perna (2005) studied degree attainment and the
probability of voting. She found there is a positive association between education and the
likelihood to vote, but the strength of the correlation differs by sex and race (Perna,
2005). More recently, Doyle and Skinner (2017) looked at years in college and civic
behaviors in individuals between 29 and 33 years. Their study found as each year
increased, so did the likelihood of the individual to vote by 7.7% (Doyle & Skinner,
2017). Doyle and Skinner (2017) additionally found these individuals were more likely
to volunteer and to give charitable contributions. While many studies have reviewed
postsecondary education and voting rates, Milligan, Moretti, and Oreopoulos (2004)
found completing high school also increased the probability of voting. The probability
increases with a high school diploma by 28%, as compared to individuals who dropped
out of high school (Milligan et al., 2004).
Another social benefit of postsecondary education is an increase in an individual’s
well-being and happiness (Doyle & Skinner, 2017; Rowley & Hurtado, 2002). Barrow
(1980) found happiness is obtained by the achievement of reaching goals, and happiness
has no limit. Yet, current literature views happiness from a consumer and market
standpoint, and institutions do little to promote happiness (Elwick & Cannizzaro, 2017).
While most individuals assume their well-being will increase with postsecondary
education, they expect their personal status in society to increase as well (Chan, 2016;
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Nica, 2012). Erisman and Steele (2015) found there are two categories of motivation for
adult students to return to college, career advancement and personal satisfaction. College
degree recipients use their degrees to signal employability status in the job market (Chan,
2016). Educated workers, on average, are paid more for their education credentials rather
than their skills (Chan, 2016).
Postsecondary education not only provides knowledge to an individual but can
also affect an individual’s intelligence and their offspring’s intelligence (Chan, 2016).
Young adults raised in educated households develop higher cognitive ability than those
who were brought up in less ideal environments (Kendler et al., 2015). In his review of
Economic and Social Benefits for Completing a College Degree, Chan's (2016) analysis
found an individual with a degree was more likely to raise a child with a higher I.Q..
Individuals with postsecondary education have higher cognitive skills and a greater
ability to concentrate on job-related tasks (Baum et al., 2013). Chan's (2016) analysis
also found individuals with degrees have a greater sense of social cohesion and a greater
appreciation for diversity.
Postsecondary education benefits the individual but also society as a whole.
Lochner and Moretti (2004) found education has a negative effect on crime rates. They
estimated completing high school reduces the probability of incarceration by around .76
percentage points for Whites and 3.4 percentage points for Blacks (Lochner & Moretti,
2004). Sum et al. (2009) found high school dropouts between 16 and 24 years were 63%
more likely to be incarcerated than those with a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Additionally, reliance on governmental financial support decreases as postsecondary
education increases (Ma et al., 2016). The United States spends an average of $12,643 a
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year to educate a student (Aud et al., 2012), while the average annual cost for an inmate
is $28,323 (Kyckelhahn, 2011). Also, individuals with a degree are more likely to be
employed and are less likely to experience poverty than individuals without higher
education (Chan, 2016). Individuals with postsecondary education are also less likely to
live in households with public assistance (Ma et al., 2016). In 2015, eight percent of
individuals over 25 years with associate degrees benefited from the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), compared with 13% with only a high school
diploma (Ma et al., 2016).
The literature on the economic and social benefits of higher education is vast.
Researchers are finding more benefits as research continues (Berger & Fisher, 2013;
Chan, 2016; Ma et al., 2016). The benefits of a postsecondary degree, from a holistic
view, are greater than the costs of not obtaining a college degree. For most individuals,
higher education does increase personal economic returns (Blagg & Blom, 2018).
Because the choice to pursue a degree is made at an individual level, the individual must
decide if the benefits of education are worth it economically and personally (Foskett,
2005; Tan, 2014).
Barriers to Complete a Postsecondary Degree
Most American’s believe higher education to be beneficial (Fishman et al., 2017).
More people would complete a degree if their barriers, such as cost, and time were
eliminated (Osam et al., 2016; Page & Scott-Clayton, 2016). But there are real costs to
education, including opportunity costs, as well as decisions on how to spend their time
(Kara, 2010). Prospective adult students face a variety of barriers in returning to college
(Osam et al., 2016). Structural and cultural barriers can hinder adults from going back to
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finish their degrees (Blumenstyk, 2018). These perceived barriers to higher education
and degree completion among adult students are reviewed in this section.
Educational expenses vary across universities and programs. Students have no
shortage of options in selecting a program that best fits their financial situation, especially
with the emergence of online programs (Baum et al., 2013; Gast, 2013). For those
students with monetary constraints, the majority from moderate-income families and
below have access to grants, scholarships, and tax benefits (Carnevale & Rose, 2014).
Few students pay full price for their education. Carnevale and Rose (2014) found most
students pay much less than the advertised price of total college costs. Only five percent
of students across the country pay more than $50,000 for a bachelor’s degree (Carnevale
& Rose, 2014). The National Center for Education Statistics reported the average price
of a bachelor’s degree from 2011 to 2012 was $17,900 for public institutions and nearly
doubled for private institutions (Radwin, Wine, Siegel, & Bryan, 2013). The same report
found the average price of attendance for undergraduate students from 2011 to 2012 was
$8,700 for public 2-year institutions and $21,100 for private for-profit 2-year institutions
(Radwin et al., 2013). These figures include all expenses, including room, board, tuition,
fees, travel, and books (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). The average out-of-pocket net price
from 2011 to 2012 to attend was $9,600, $15,000, and $6,000 for four-year public
institutions, four-year private institutions, and two-year public institutions, respectively
(Radwin et al., 2013). The National Center for Education Statistics, more recently,
reported 72% of undergraduates received some form of financial aid (Radwin et al.,
2018). The national center found that of these undergraduates, 63% received grants, 38%
had student loans, five percent received aid through work-study programs, three percent
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received federal veterans’ education benefits, and four percent had federal Direct PLUS
Loans (Radwin et al., 2018).
When incomes are stagnant and families have little savings, the result is a
growing need and reliance to borrow money to pay for postsecondary education (Ma et
al., 2016). The financial services industry has grown since the Great Recession
(Carnevale et al., 2016). These services include the transition to more definedcontribution retirement plans, higher debt for mortgages, postsecondary education, and
more consumer durables (Carnevale et al., 2016). Sixty-five percent of college seniors
who graduated in 2017 had student loan debt (Cheng & Gonzalez, 2018). In 2017, the
average debt was $28,650, which is one percent higher than the 2016 average (Cheng &
Gonzalez, 2018). For many years, the value of postsecondary education was determined
only by job placement rates and the salaries of the institution's alumnae (Gallup-Purdue
University, 2015). This delineation of value is a major shift from some of the first
mission statements of colleges (Brubacher, 2017). In 1701, Yale stated its mission to be
"wherein youth may be instructed in the arts and sciences, who through the blessings of
Almighty God, may be fitted for public employment, both in church and civil State”
(Brubacher, 2017). Today, value is not tied to the missions of the institution but
measures reasons why students go to college (Gallup-Purdue University, 2015). Students
with and without debt expect college to be a valuable investment for the workforce rather
than a place to obtain knowledge (Berger & Fisher, 2013).
A small proportion of students are fortunate not to worry about college expenses.
State funding for public colleges and universities decreased significantly since the
recession and remains low, despite recent increases (Mitchell et al., 2017). Also, students
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pay more for colleges and receive fewer services since the recession (K. Clark, 2010). In
2017, state funding for public two and four-year colleges was nearly $9 billion below its
2008 level after adjusting for inflation (Mitchell et al., 2017). Due to diminished state
funds, the cost of attending public colleges is passed on to the student, and the cost is
rising faster than what families can afford (Mitchell et al., 2017). While more students
are accruing debt, the majority of students are not accumulating debt in the tens-ofthousands (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). Thirty-five percent who graduated in 2017 had no
student loan debt (Cheng & Gonzalez, 2018). The median debt for all students is $12,000
(Carnevale & Rose, 2014). Fewer students accrue large amounts of debt. Around 25%
of graduating seniors have an educational debt of over $30,000, and only 10% have an
educational debt of over $40,000 (Carnevale & Rose, 2014).
Along with debt, to determine the education premiums for an associate or
bachelor’s degree, lost earnings must be included (Carnevale & Rose, 2014). Tuition
costs and the number of years to complete a degree directly affect the amount of time
needed to make up the lost earnings while the student was in school (Ma et al., 2016).
Ma et al. (2016) found the breakeven age for a person with an associate degree is 30
years, and the breakeven age for a person with a bachelor’s degree is 34, assuming they
graduated on time, paid average tuition costs, and earned an average wage. Time in
school, tuition, and wage affect the breakeven age (Ma et al., 2016). Autor (2014)
asserted that even with the cost of tuition rising, education premiums had not reached a
point that sizable increases in the lifetime earnings of college graduates relative to high
school graduates are not probable. Autor (2014) advised potential students and parents
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not to allow the price of college to cloud judgments of the value of education because the
earnings premium of a college education has never been higher.
Working nontraditional student enrollment has increased in the United States
(Osam et al., 2016). Markle (2015) found adult learners over 25 years are expected to
increase by up to 28% in 2019. Markle (2015) also found at least one-third of
undergraduate students are nontraditional. Not only are the differences between a
traditional and nontraditional student vast, working nontraditional students have a variety
of commitments that can create barriers to educational success (Wyatt, 2011). Students
come from varied life circumstances and face a range of barriers in trying to complete
college credentials (Osam et al., 2016). A brief from HigherEd Insight discussed the
following consistently identified barriers for returning adult students: personal barriers,
financial barriers, psychological barriers, bureaucratic barriers, and academic barriers
(Erisman & Patricia Steele, 2012). Lumina Foundation’s grantees perceived the top three
barriers to be due to family responsibility, work responsibilities, and cost of attending
college (Erisman & Patricia Steele, 2012). In Georgia, market research identified
perceived barriers to completing a degree were due to time demand, other
responsibilities, and financial barriers (Lane, 2012). Individuals in colleges who are over
22 years comprise more than 50% of all part-time students and more than 33% of total
higher education enrollment in the United States (Mathew Bergman et al., 2014). The
success of an adult completing their degree relies on a variety of factors. Some of the
factors include socioeconomic status, ethnicity, age, gender, marital status, number of
children, total credits, and goal commitment (Braxton et al., 2004). Nontraditional
students usually have more than one role, such as parent, spouse, employee, etc. (Lin,
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2016). Markle (2015) found there was no significant difference in persistent rates
between men and women, but there were gender differences among the factors that
influence persistence. Full or part-time enrollment influenced persistence for women and
interrole conflict, academic classification, and satisfaction influenced their considering
withdrawal (Markle, 2015). Interrole conflict occurs when individuals have multiple
roles, commonly between work and family, whereby the role pressures may not be
compatible with each other (American Psychological Institution, n.d.). Jacobi (1987)
discovered that nontraditional female students had significantly more time constraints and
conflicts than men. Women with traditional roles find family commitment to be a
challenge, especially for those with young children (Lin, 2016).
Higher education and state leaders are realizing the need to focus more on
nontraditional adult students (Lane, 2015; Wyatt, 2011). The barriers for students are not
likely to disappear. For adult students to overcome these barriers, institutions must create
more avenues of support (Erisman & Steele, 2015; Osam et al., 2016). Osam et al.
(2016) stated one of the avenues could be for institutions to reduce the financial burden
by providing financial aid to adult learners, as well as offering low-cost childcare services
on campus. Apart from bridging the barrier gaps, institutions must also understand there
is a public need for adults to return to college (Bowen & Bowen, 2018; Carnevale &
Rose, 2014; Lumina Foundation, 2019). This understanding is crucial for administrators
and faculty to support their institution’s initiatives to increase retention and degree
completion rates (Markle, 2015).
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Return on Investment and Payback Period
Higher education is sometimes viewed as an individual return on investment
(Blagg & Blom, 2018). A few institutions have designed tools that attempt to quantify
the return on college investment (Gillen, Selingo, & Zatynski, 2013). Higher education
prestige is often measured by inputs, faculty salaries, and admittance scores, rather than
outputs of how the students perform in the workforce (Gillen et al., 2013). As a result,
higher education institutions focus time, money, and effort investing in the factors that
move the institution's rankings and not a student’s return on investment (Gillen et al.,
2013).
Return on investment directly measures the amount of return on a particular
investment relative to the investment's cost (Investopedia, 2019). Return on investment
estimates, based on human capital theory, have been created since the 1950s
(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). In Psacharopoulos and Patrinos's (2018) review,
they found from 1,120 estimates in 139 countries, the average global rate of return was
about nine percent a year for one extra year of schooling. Although calculations have
been available for nearly 70 years, the literature reveals formal modeling of return on
investments is more current (Becker, 1964; Chiswick, 2003; Mincer, 1974; Schultz, 1960,
1961). The majority of studies on rates of return are for formal education and not for
other avenues of training found in on-the-job training programs (Chiswick, 2003).
On its basis, the concept of a rate of return on investment for education is similar
to any other investment (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). Traditionally the value of an
investment in education is measured using the rate of return (Kara, 2010). While there
are a few different approaches to determine a return on investment, the most used

40

methods are the internal rate of return and the earning function approaches (Chiswick,
2003; Psacharopoulos, 1994), also known as the full-discounting method and the
Mincerian earnings function (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). The internal rate of
return is the rate of interest that equates to the discounted present value of expected
benefits and the discounted present value of costs (Kara, 2010). During the 1960s, the
internal rate of return was used to estimate the return on investment for education, but
after Mincer’s (1974) publication, researchers shifted to the earning function approach
(Kara, 2010). The earning function approach takes the log of earnings as the dependent
variable and schooling, experience, and experience-squared as independent variables
(Kara, 2010). Kara (2010) found in comparing the internal rate of return and earning
function approaches, the internal rate of return provides more accurate estimates of
earnings return but earning function more accurately measures earnings differences
associated with additional schooling. Often the data available dictates the approach to
determine the rate of return since some information is difficult or time-consuming to
obtain (Kara, 2010). However, researchers often prefer using the earning function
approach because the approach is more convenient (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).
Internal rate of return and earning function are different from return on investment
(Banton, 2019). Return on investment determines growth from start to finish of an
investment (Banton, 2019). Internal rate of return determines annual growth (Banton,
2019). Return on investment, also known as the rate of return, is the percentage increase
or decrease in an investment over a set period (Banton, 2019). Return on investment is
calculated by dividing net profit by cost of investment and multiplied by 100 (Return on
Investment, 2019). The return on investment model is flexible and can be used for any
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timeframe. There is an accuracy risk with evaluating long-term investment with a return
on investment, and the more complicated internal rate of return or earning function is
better adept for long-term investments (Banton, 2019; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018).
For researchers without a background in upper-level economics, the return on investment
method is much simpler to calculate (Banton, 2019).
Payback period is one of the most common ROI methods used to express the time
to recover the return of an investment (Gallo, 2016). Payback period for a capital
budgeting project is defined as the amount of time required for the initial investment to
be recovered (Ardalan, 2012). To calculate payback period, divide the initial investment
by the cash flow per year (Gallo, 2016). Although the payback period method is simple
to calculate, the formula does not take into account the time value of money. The
inability to translate future cash flows into current dollars is one of the major flaws of
using payback period (Gallo, 2016).
Adult Degree Completion Initiatives
An alarming number of Americans have attempted to complete a degree but for
various reasons dropped out before degree completion (Brunsden, Davies, Shevlin, &
Bracken, 2000; Turner & Thompson, 2014). In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated
this number to be around 43 million people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In 2011, total
enrollment in postsecondary institutions was projected to increase by 13% between fall
2009 and fall 2020 (Hussar & Bailey, 2011). Removing policy and practice barriers for
adults to complete their degrees is a key strategy in the nation’s educational attainment
agenda (Lane, 2012). Strategic planning is needed to reduce overlaps, leverage
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resources, fill unmet needs, and lead to improved services and outcomes for adult
students (Lane, 2015).
Ways to reduce or even eliminate barriers are being reviewed by institutions and
states as they continue to develop adult degree completion initiatives (Gast, 2013). To
capture returning adult students, institutions have added online programs to existing
curriculum and focused more on recruitment and retention by adding hybrid or afterhours programs (Kimmel, Gaylor, Ray Grubbs, & Bryan Hayes, 2012). Online
programming and hybrid degree programs allow institutions to reach a broader
demographic population and provide an alternative option for adults to be able to
complete their degrees (Kimmel et al., 2012).
In 2010, the Lumina Foundation funded ten adult college completion initiatives,
and the grantees became the core of the Adult College Completion Network (Erisman &
Steele, 2015). These initiatives were categorized as regional, state, or national initiatives
(Erisman & Steele, 2015). The following is a snapshot of different adult degree
completion initiatives and their purposes.
Degrees at Work is a Louisville, Kentucky metro initiative aimed to identify and
support employees with some college credit and also to create new education-friendly
programs, policies, and practices among Louisville employers (Erisman & Steele, 2015).
Louisville created its own goal to increase the number of working-age adults in the
metropolitan area with postsecondary degrees by 55,000 or from 33% to 50% by 2020
(Lane, 2015). The Graduate! Network in Philadelphia initiative is aimed to increase the
number of adults with postsecondary education in metro regions by providing free
advising, guidance, coaching, and support to adults who seek to return to college
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(Erisman & Steele, 2015). Adult College Completion Project, with the Rutgers School of
Labor and Management Relations/National Association of Workforce Boards, was
designed to institutionalize adult degree completion in the workforce development
systems in Indiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, and Pennsylvania (Erisman & Steele, 2015).
DegreeNow, with the West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission, created an
integrated adult degree completion program to improve recruitment of adult students and
to enhance academic affairs and student services at state colleges and universities
statewide (Erisman & Steele, 2015).
Adult college completion initiatives are organized differently. Some models are
state core initiatives, while others are considered an affiliated state or higher education
system affiliated initiative (Erisman & Steele, 2015). One of the higher education
affiliated initiatives is Project Win-Win through the Institute for Higher Education Policy
(IHEP) (Wheatle et al., 2017). This initiative works with institutions in nine states to
identify and award associate degrees to eligible students and provide return and
completion options for potentials (Bowen & Bowen, 2018). IHEP later created Credit
When It’s Due project and Degrees When Due initiative to train teams of registrars,
marketers, institutional researchers, advisers, and IT experts to better identify and counsel
students eligible to earn a degree or return for their final credits (Blumenstyk, 2018b). A
non-exhaustive list of other programs include Reach Higher in Oklahoma, Adult
Reengagement at IVY Tech, Complete Florida, RAPID Completion Program in
Minnesota, St. Louis Graduates, Georgia Adult Learner Consortium, GradTX.org, Go
Back to Get Ahead in Connecticut, SUNY Works in New York, and Drive 55 in
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Tennessee (Adult College Completion Network, n.d.; Blumenstyk, 2018a; Erisman &
Steele, 2015).
Theoretical Foundations
Theories provide the foundational support of a research study. In this study, two
theories have been identified as the theoretical framework, human capital theory, and
screening theory. The term screening is also referred to as filtering or signaling for the
purposes of this study. While screening, filtering, and signaling are often used
interchangeably, they do have unique functions in economic literature (Dobbs et al.,
2008; Wang & Holton, 2005). Rather than dive into in-depth economic definitions, for
simplification, screening, filtering, and signaling view education as a credentialing
process (Dobbs et al., 2008). The terms change depending on perspective. Employees
use education to “signal” productivity to employers, and employers “screen” and “filter”
out potential employees by training and education levels (Dobbs et al., 2008; Weiss,
1995).
Human capital theory and screening theory seemingly contrast with one another
in how they view education and training (Dobbs et al., 2008). Yet, Dobbs et al. (2008)
affirm, human capital theory and screening theory are holistically interwoven during an
employee’s career development. Swanson (2001) provides an explanation of how they
are related. Swanson’s (2001) three-legged stool contains psychological, system, and
economic theories as each leg holds human resource theory. As one of the legs,
economic theory proposes educational credentials provide information on a worker’s skill
when determining workforce value (Arrow, 1973; Dobbs, Sun, & Roberts, 2008).
Human capital theory is a well-accepted foundation in human resource development
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(Swanson & Holton, 2009). While human capital refers to the investments of an
individual to accumulate technical knowledge or productive skills (Becker, 1964), often
formal education is used as a device for screening by organizations (Dobbs et al., 2008).
Individuals increase productivity through education, initially through schools and from
employer training (Becker, 1962), but accessing the information is difficult (Arrow,
1973; Spence, 1973). Human capital theory stems from neoclassical economics (Dobbs
et al., 2008), and screening theory originates from institutional economics (Arrow, 1973;
Spence, 1973, 1974). Arrow (1973) and Spence (1973) separately determined education
is used as a credentialing process to inform organizations of an individual’s innate
productivity. Distinct comparisons of origin and purpose can be made between human
capital theory and screening theory; nonetheless, they have important implications for
higher education and workforce development (Dobbs et al., 2008). Even with their
differences, both human capital theory and screening theory seek to explain and predict
decision-making and economic behaviors in individuals and organizations (Dobbs et al.,
2008)
Human Capital Theory
This research presents human capital theory from the neoclassic economic school
(Becker, 1962, 1964; Mincer, 1962; Schultz, 1959, 1961). The founders of human capital
theory studied many areas in traditional labor economics (Wang & Holton, 2005).
Human capital refers to the studies of investments of individuals, organizations, or
nations that accumulate stocks of productive skills and cognitive or technical knowledge
(Becker, 1964). In Becker’s (1964) book on human capital, he formalized the theoretical
origin of the theory (Bowman, 1966). From a speech delivered by Schultz to the
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Economic Association in 1960, he ushered what his colleague Bowman later termed the
“Human Capital Revolution in Economic Thought” (Sobel, 1982). At its origination,
human capital theory was first designed to explain individual decisions in education and
training choices (Sobel, 1982). Human capital theory expanded to incorporate individual
decisions about education, training, occupational, migration, health care, and even
planned family size into the core of microeconomic theory (Becker, 1964; Mincer, 1962;
Schultz, 1961). Rate of return was determined to be the most basic element of the
microeconomic decision-making criterion, which was used by researchers to provide a
rationale for pushing societal investment in education and training (Sobel, 1982).
Both education and training are considered human capital investments (Schultz,
1961; Tan, 2014). Although formal education and training are human capital investment
activities, they are separated and categorized differently in economic literature (Dobbs et
al., 2008). As with any investment, there is a cost associated with education and training.
Human capital investment is defined to include both the cost of schooling and
opportunity cost and extends to relatively costless knowledge and experience acquired on
the job (Dobbs et al., 2008). Employees can invest in themselves with education, or
organizations can invest in their employees’ specific skills and knowledge to improve
performance (Dobbs et al., 2008). Becker (1962) found distinguishing the difference
between general skills from specific skills acquired from education and training to be
important. According to Becker (1962, 1964), general skill training increases an
individual’s productivity and is transferable to many different organizations. An example
of a transferable skill is reading, writing, and computer literacy (Dobbs et al., 2008; Stone
et al., 2009). In reality, most employee’s skillsets include a blend of general skills and
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specific skills (Dobbs et al., 2008). Specific training, by contrast, is not transferable to
another organization (Becker, 2009). According to Dobbs et al. (2008), general training,
due to its portability, should be provided by the public education system, and the private
sector should offer specific training to meet the economic objectives of the company. A
study in 2005 found employer training was associated with a higher salary in current and
future jobs, with more emphasis found in future jobs (Booth & Bryan, 2005). Human
capital from both private and public returns to education is higher than returns provided
by physical capital (Dobbs et al., 2008).
Screening/filtering & Signaling Theories
Arrow (1973) and Spence (1973) separately established education serves as a
way to signal innate productivity to organizations (Dobbs et al., 2008). Arrow (1973)
purports higher education is used as a screening device that sorts individuals with
different abilities and conveys information to the labor market. Spence (1973) is credited
with signaling theory. Proponents of the theory describe education as an effective signal
of intelligence, and intelligence is highly correlated with the ability to complete college
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Both screening and signal theories follow the same
economic foundation and follow the same basic premise (Arrow, 1973; Dobbs et al.,
2008; Spence, 1973).
Arrow (1973) stated, “Screening of higher education is distinct from the
productivity-adding human capital theory but is not in total contradiction to it” (p. 194).
Human capital’s theoretical foundation accepts markets are in perfect competition with
free entry and exit, that information is perfect, and access to information does not involve
any cost (Dobbs et al., 2008). Yet, institutional economics believes markets are in
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imperfect competition, and information is asymmetric (Dobbs et al., 2008; Holzer, 2012;
Wang & Holton, 2005). Neoclassical economics theory assumes the labor market
functions competitively and will reach full employment over time, while institutional
economics assumes the labor market is imperfect and will experience underemployment
(Wang & Holton, 2005). In many instances, information is not always available.
Employers do not have perfect information about potential employees, and applicants are
not perfectly informed about the job or work environment (Spence, 1973). Also, there
are real costs of accessing information (Dobbs et al., 2008). Dobbs et al. (2008)
challenges that information about potential employees’ productivity derived from
education and training is private and not transmitted to potential hiring organizations.
Screening theory has been questioned if it is rival or complements human capital theory
(Sobel, 1982). Proponents of screening theory argue, due to imperfect markets and
information, there needs to be a better explanation to accommodate an imperfect labor
market (Dobbs et al., 2008). Screening plays a filtering role in education to determine
productivity and to convey the missing information to the economic agents in the markets
(Dobbs et al., 2008). The completion of education is more tangible than acquired skills
along the way.
Arrow’s (1973) and Spence’s (1973) research on higher education as a
credentialing process has expanded. Hungerford and Solon (1987) established the
sheepskin effect and its role in increasing productivity. Through the sheepskin effect,
diplomas are valuable beyond accrued years of education, but through an increase in the
perception that credentialed employees are more productive (Wang & Holton, 2005).
Degree attainment initiatives follow the theoretical assumption of screening theory
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because the focus of the goal is to obtain the credential. Degree attainment does not
measure a person’s productive skills and cognitive or technical knowledge (Arrow, 1973;
Morris et al., 2017; Spence, 1973; Wang & Holton, 2005). While skills and cognitive or
technical knowledge may be seen as a value to an employer, these values are too costly to
obtain for organizations pushing for a qualified workforce (Dobbs et al., 2008; Morris et
al., 2017).
Human capital theory is often viewed as opposite from screening or signaling
theory because of their differing theoretical assumptions from neoclassical economics
and institutional economics (Dobbs et al., 2008). Albeit they view the world from
different lenses, both speak to the role of education, training, and skills to productivity
(Dobbs et al., 2008). Additionally, in comparing human capital theory and screening
theory, both play a vital role in workforce development and human resource development
(Wang & Holton, 2005). Screening and human capital theories are inseparably mixed
over an employee’s career development (Wang & Holton, 2005), as well as during an
organization’s operations (Dobbs et al., 2008). Although human capital theory directs
human resource development, due to the realities of screening theory, human capital
theory has significant weight and needs to be included in the discussion of workforce
development (Dobbs et al., 2008).
Summary
This chapter provides a review of the literature related to adult degree educational
attainment and initiatives. Indicated by the findings articulated in the literature review,
the higher education landscape is changing. The need to increase postsecondary
education attainment will not likely diminish any time soon. As a result, and as the
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literature review indicates, providing access to quality education will not only provide
economic and social benefits to individuals but will also help to strengthen the economy
more than anything else a state government can do (Berger & Fisher, 2013). However, in
order to create a successful adult degree completion initiative, barriers must be identified
and reviewed (Erisman & Steele, 2015). While the social benefits of obtaining a
postsecondary degree are numerous, an individual decides the perceived benefits (Tan,
2014). If an individual cannot outweigh the costs to benefits, the individual will not
continue their education (Becker, 1964; Erisman & Steele, 2015). The benefits of
postsecondary education can only be achieved if the individual believes education to be
worth it. The next chapter addresses the methodology for the study.
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CHAPTER III – METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the research methodology used in this mixed methods
study. The research methodology details the study's context, the participants, the
instruments, and the methods used in gathering the data. The purpose of this study is to
determine the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers for individuals participating in
an adult degree completion initiative.
Research Objectives
The study addresses the following research objectives:
RO1: Describe the demographic characteristics of participants, including degree
type, college, courses required, residence, ethnicity, age, and gender.
RO2: Determine the relationship of degree attainment and job change of adult
degree completion initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO3: Determine the relationship of salary and demographic characteristics,
including degree type, courses required, ethnicity, age, and gender of
initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO4: Determine the financial impact of degree attainment of adult degree
completion initiative participants who have completed their degree.
RO5: Explore the participants’ perspectives about the benefits and barriers of the
adult degree completion initiative participants who have completed their
degree.
Research Design
The study utilized a nonexperimental mixed methods design. Nonexperimental
designs are used for studies that have a presumed cause and effect but are missing the
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experimental structural features (Shadish et al., 2002). Therefore, experimental design
elements such as random assignment, pretest, and control groups are not included in this
study (Shadish et al., 2002). Mixed methods combine both quantitative and qualitative
research into one study (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2008). As a field of study, researchers
consider mixed methods practice old and emergent (Hesse-Biber, 2010; Tashakkori,
2009). Mixed methods research can be found in some of the first social research studies,
including studies of poverty in the 1800s in Europe by Frédéric LePlay (Hesse-Biber,
2010). Mixed methods in research emerged again in the late 1980s and early 1990s based
on the work of a few individuals across multiple fields (Creswell & Clark, 2011). As
stated by Creswell (2011), the individuals include Brewer & Hunter (1989) and Fielding
& Fielding (1986) in sociology fields, Greene et al. (1989) in evaluation, Bryman (1988)
in management, Morse (1991) in nursing, and Creswell (1994) in education. Since then,
the practice applies to many disciplines in social and health sciences (Creswell & Clark,
2014). Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) refer to this integrated research as the third
methodological movement. While controversy continues in the mixed methods
community over the core characteristics of the field, mixed methods emerged as a standalone research design (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2012).
Mixed methods is described in a variety of ways by researchers. Studies in recent
years use two or more types of data or data collection techniques (Small, 2011). Creswell
and Clark (2011) note that mixed methods designs enable a greater degree of
understanding through multiple approaches to specific studies. Johnson, Onwuegbuzie,
and Turner (2007), in their definition of mixed methods research, describe mixed
methods as an approach that combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research
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for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration.
Researchers find mixed methods design advantageous because they can combine
strengths from quantitative and qualitative research and answer questions that cannot be
addressed by one method alone (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Disadvantages include
increases in time, resources, and required skills to complete a mixed methods study
(Creswell & Clark, 2011). For a successful study, a researcher determines the advantages
and disadvantages before moving forward with the design (Creswell & Clark, 2014;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Additionally, the researcher must be aware of why they
are conducting an inquiry, as the reason has an effect on how they administer research
and report findings (Dawson, 2002). Researchers employing a mixed methods design
justify the approach by aligning the research objectives (Creswell & Clark, 2011).
Ultimately researchers select a mixed methods design because the design addresses a
need found in the study.
A need existed in the study to enhance the research by using a second method to
deepen the understanding of the primary method (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Therefore,
this study used an embedded mixed methods design. The embedded design is a mixed
methods approach to combine data collection and analysis of both quantitative and
qualitative data (Creswell & Clark, 2011). In embedded designs, one method, either
quantitative or qualitative, is embedded within the larger study (Plano Clark & Creswell,
2008). The primary method guides the secondary method to address a different question
and to enhance the implementation or interpretation of the primary method (Plano Clark
& Creswell, 2008). The data collection and analysis of the secondary method may occur

54

before, during, or after the implementation of the primary data collection and analysis
(Creswell & Clark, 2011).
In this study, the primary method was quantitative, and the secondary method
qualitative. The selected embedded design allowed the researcher to include qualitative
data to answer a secondary question within the larger quantitative study (Creswell &
Clark, 2011). This design is appropriate when the research objectives require different
types of data to address the purpose of the study (Creswell & Clark, 2011). The
embedded design allows for flexibility in determining when the secondary method should
occur (Creswell & Clark, 2011). In this study, the secondary data collection and analysis
occurred during the primary data collection and analysis. Additionally, one instrument
was used to collect the two data types. This procedure best fits the research objectives by
allowing qualitative data to be collected at the same time as the quantitative data
(Creswell & Clark, 2011). Figure 2 illustrates the embedded design used in this study.
Figure 2 Embedded Design
Embedded Design

Quantitative
Data Collection and Analysis
Interpretation
Qualitative
Data Collection and Analysis
Occurs: During
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In literature, researchers commonly embed a qualitative component into a primary
quantitative method (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Data collected from the primary
quantitative method provided information on educational attainment, salary, job, and
return on investment. The qualitative method enhanced the overall purpose of the study
capturing the intangible benefits and barriers through open-ended data. The qualitative
data explored the participant perspectives on the benefits and barriers of an adult degree
completion initiative. Based on the purpose of the study, this mixed methods design best
fits the research objectives.
Institutional Review Board (IRB)
The researcher received approval from The University of Southern Mississippi’s
(USM) Institutional Review Board (IRB) (Appendix A). Obtaining IRB approval
ensured the protection of the study’s participants and that the current research met the
relevant federal and institutional research standards and guidelines. The Mississippi
Institutions of Higher Learning (IHL), the Mississippi Community College Board
(MCCB), and the Complete 2 Compete (C2C) program also provided approval for the
current study (Appendix B - D). Because this study used human participants, the
researcher followed USM’s IRB requirements for informed consent, participant
confidentiality, and the minimization of risks to the participants. The proposed study was
submitted through Cayuse for IRB approval following project approval by the
dissertation committee. Participation in the study was voluntary, and the study followed
the guidelines set forth by IRB that a participant could separate from the study without
penalty, prejudice, or loss of benefits.
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Population
The group a researcher wants to generalize is called the population (Trochim,
2006). The population for this study included the graduates from an adult degree
completion initiative. The population is appropriate because Mississippi ranks at 45th of
the 50 states in educational attainment (Lumina Foundation, 2019). Additionally, the
population is appropriate because the state where the participants reside has a large
number of individuals who have college credit but did not earn a degree. The initiative
began accepting applicants in August of 2017, and the population was 2,115 at the time
of this study.
Sample
This study used total population sampling. Therefore, the sampling frame
included a total population of 2,115 graduates of an adult degree completion initiative.
Total population sampling is a non-probability purposive sampling technique that
examines the entire population (Laerd, n.d.-e). This sampling method is appropriate
when studying a population that shares uncommon characteristics (Laerd, n.d.-e).
In Mississippi, over 32,000 adults earned the requisite number of college credits
for a degree but were not awarded a postsecondary degree, and 127,000 adults require a
few courses to complete a degree (Complete 2 Compete, n.d.). Mississippi, compared to
other states, ranks low in educational attainment. In 2016, Lumina reported Mississippi
had the third-lowest educational attainment rate in the nation (Lumina Foundation, 2017).
In 2019, Mississippi rose to the fifth-lowest educational attainment ranking (Lumina
Foundation, 2019). Mississippi continues to increase in educational attainment but still
lags at 45.2% compared to the national average of 51.3% (Lumina Foundation, 2019).
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To reach the goal of 60%, Mississippi must maintain current rates of attainment and
significantly increase the number of people who enroll in programs and earn credentials
beyond high school (Lumina Foundation, 2018). With the inclusion of workforce
certificates, beginning in 2014, Mississippi's overall rate of educational attainment
increased by 11.6 percentage points since 2008 (Lumina Foundation, 2018). From 2014
to 2019, with the inclusion of workforce certificates, Mississippi’s rate increased by 8.8
percentage points (Lumina Foundation, 2019).
The Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning and the Mississippi Community
College Board (MCCB) partnered and combined the resources of the state’s eight public
universities, including a Medical Center and 15 community colleges, to design and
implement Complete 2 Compete (C2C) (“Complete 2 Compete,” n.d.). Through C2C,
the state of Mississippi incentivizes a Mississippi resident to return to a community
college or university with the fastest pathway to a degree or certificate (Complete 2
Compete, n.d.). C2C has offered $500 or $1,000 scholarships per participant as a
financial incentive to complete a degree. C2C provides a process to review prior credits
earned and matches the adult with an institution to best fit their degree completion
(Complete 2 Compete, n.d.). For adults who have the required credits for an associate or
bachelor’s degree, a degree is awarded.
Since the 2,115 graduates of the C2C program were dispersed across 23
universities and community colleges, the total population sample was an appropriate
method. One of the primary advantages of using total population sampling is for the
researcher to obtain deep insights into the population. The office which administers C2C
provided a list of the total population. The survey was distributed to 2,115 C2C
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graduates. Raosoft, a sample size calculator, estimates the number of responses needed
to reach a 95% confidence level, indicating the researcher needs 326 responses (Raosoft
Sample Size Calculator, n.d.).
Instrumentation
This study utilized a survey for instrumentation. The survey was used to collect
both the quantitative and qualitative data required to answer the research objectives
(Appendix E). A survey is a system used to collect information about people and to
either describe, compare, or explain their knowledge, attitude, and behavior (Fink, 2003).
Surveys are useful tools in quantitative studies because of their ability to gather
information from a large population (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Surveys collect
quantitative data through many forms, i.e., multiple-choice, sliders, text entry. Surveys
can utilize a qualitative component in the form of open-ended questions (Phillips et al.,
2013). Open-ended questions provide insight into specific issues and can be analyzed
thematically (Phillips et al., 2013). Although, risk of misinterpretation exists in using
open-ended questions, accessing the qualitative data in this study was appropriate for the
research objectives. The researcher developed a survey consisting of 24 questions.
The survey instrument used for this study was developed by the researcher based
on the literature review. The first part of the survey includes demographic identifier
questions, specifically degree type, college/university, and courses required. This
information was gathered from questions Q1-Q4 on the survey. The structural elements
of the survey instrument include the cost to earn a degree, salary change, and job change.
This information was gathered from questions Q5-Q14 on the survey. The next section
contains general demographic characteristics, including residence, ethnicity, age, and
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gender. This information was gathered from questions Q15-Q18 on the survey. The final
section of the survey explores the participant perspectives regarding the benefits and
barriers of the adult degree completion initiative. Questions Q19-Q24 were formatted as
open-ended questions.
The researcher determined the number of survey questions based on the ability to
answer all the research objectives accurately. Twenty-four questions were required to
collect the data for the quantitative and qualitative research objectives and the
demographics. Response rates are directly related to the survey length, and shorter
surveys incur a higher response rate (Phillips et al., 2013). The survey questions were
developed based on Phillip's (2013) good question criteria, which includes developing
questions, so respondents reflect the correct data, understand the meaning, know the
answer, answer the question as required, and are willing to provide the answer.
Since the population consisted of 2,115 participants, an electronic survey was
used. Using an electronic survey allows the researcher to access the participant's
information faster and in a more cost-effective manner (Dillman, 2011). Researchers
who develop their own survey instruments find assigning an expert panel to analyze the
instrument useful (Fink, 2003). The survey was reviewed and tested by an expert panel
made up of employees from the Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning, the
Community College Board, C2C program, C2C coaches, and current C2C students. By
using the expert panel, the survey validation process was completed before data
collection began. The C2C Coordinator selected two C2C coaches and four current C2C
students and provided their email addresses and phone numbers to the researcher. The
survey was sent via email to the ten members of the expert panel for testing. In the body
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of the email, the researcher included the five good question criteria from Philips (2013)
as a rubric. In the email, the panel was informed they had a week to answer the survey
and return any comments or suggestions of the survey content and design.
Administration of the survey was deployed via Qualtrics, a computer-based
research software (Appendix E). Through Qualtrics, the researcher sent an anonymous
hyperlink to ensure the anonymity of the participants. Before distribution, the researcher
disabled the Qualtrics default option to collect the IP address and location. Therefore, no
identifying information was collected on the survey tying the participant to their data
(Qualtrics, n.d.-a). While the survey deployment method followed anonymity protocols,
the researcher also ensured the participants confidentiality, in case the population email
list contained identifiers, i.e., john.smith@gmail.com. Surveys can produce
comparatively higher nonresponse rates when they ask for sensitive information
(Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Because this study examined incomes, the use of
confidentiality was also included to increase the overall response rate (Tourangeau &
Yan, 2007). A full consent statement was displayed on the second screen of the
electronic survey. To proceed, the participant agreed to participate in the study by
selecting yes on a yes or no question. If they select no, they were directed to the end of
the survey. To ensure confidentiality, only the researcher has the username and password
to the Qualtrics account used.
The C2C coordinator sent the prenotification email (Appendix G) and digital
postcard (Appendix H) to the participants from the C2C email address. Sending the
initial emails directly from C2C helped legitimize the study. The two email
communications were sent in batches under 500 to ensure the emails passed Microsoft’s
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send limits. Outlook contains send limits of 5,000 daily recipients, 500 recipients per
message, and 2,000 daily non-relationship recipients (Microsoft, n.d.). Since the survey
and reminder emails contained the survey link, the researcher sent the survey and first
reminder email in batches of 20 email addresses from their school email account. To
further avoid the email being marked as spam, the survey link was sent from the
researcher’s address instead of the default Qualtrics mailer (Qualtrics, n.d.-b). The email
only included quality email content and did not include attachments, colored fonts, all
caps, and words to avoid (i.e., free, discount, opportunity) in the subject or body of the
email (Qualtrics, n.d.-b). A more extensive list of words to avoid can be found on the
Qualtrics website (Qualtrics, n.d.-b).
Providing incentives may improve the likelihood of an increase to a study’s
response rate (Göritz & Wolff, 2007; Millar & Dillman, 2011; Singer & Ye, 2013;
Whiteman et al., 2003). Offering a chance to win something of value in return for
participation is a popular method to increase survey participation (Kang, 2016). This
incentivized chance to win is often referred to as a lottery or drawing (Kang, 2016; Millar
& Dillman, 2011). While some studies report incentives do not affect response rates
(Laguilles et al., 2011), there is no good evidence that monetary incentives can reduce
response rates (Singer & Ye, 2013). Laguilles, Williams, and Saunders found (2011) that
raffled lottery incentives with a substantial value can increase survey response rates for
students in higher education. Bosnjak and Tuten (2003) report a drawing of six cash
prizes (two of $50 and four of $25) positively impacted the response rates of a population
of 1,332. Heerwegh (2006) reports a higher response rate in a group of students offered
to enter a lottery of ten 25 euros gift certificates compared to the control group with no
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incentive. The literature about how to determine the value of the incentive remains
varied. Gajic et al. (2012) found high lottery incentives (i.e., two prizes of $250) increase
response rates compared to low lottery (i.e., ten prizes of $25). Although in the Gajic et
al. study (2012), the most effective way to increase response rates was a prepaid cash
incentive of $2.00. Rose et al. (2007) echo Gajic that prepaid monetary incentives are the
most effective method. Sarraf and Cole (2014) support a general gift card (e.g.,
Amazon.com, Walmart) is more effective than a specified one (e.g., a local ice cream
store), and each additional dollar amount on the gift card increased the expected response
rates by eight to nine percent.
Based on the literature, a high lottery drawing method was appropriate for this
study. Although using a prepaid method may provide better response rates, the
researcher determined that method too costly based on the population size. Sarraf and
Cole (2014) found drawing incentives had a minimal difference in effect on response
rates of incentives ranging between $50 to $200. Therefore, the research provided two
$100 Amazon gift cards in the drawing. Two participants who signed up for the drawing
were randomly selected using a random generator and assigned one of the two $100 gift
cards. The drawing was used for administrative purposes only and provided a method for
incentive delivery. The drawing instrument (Appendix F) was distributed at the same
time as the survey instrument and collected contact information. A separate link was
used to enter the drawing to protect the anonymity of the participants in the survey. The
link to the drawing was located at the end of the survey, and the instructions were
provided in the survey email for those who wished to enter the drawing. By clicking the
link, the participants were directed to a separate form that was used to collect the name,
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phone number, and email address of those participants who wish to enter the drawing.
Separating a survey and a drawing is a recommended method to provide incentives when
the study is anonymous (Qualtrics, n.d.-c).
Validity and Reliability
The survey instrument developed for this study was tested for reliability and
validity. These two criteria are most often applied to determine whether or not an
instrument is effective (Kember & Leung, 2008). The researcher addressed content and
construct validity in order to strengthen the instrument. The validity of an instrument can
be established using a panel of experts (Bolarinwa, 2015). However, this method can be
less effective if the expert panel is composed of people who have the same paradigmatic
beliefs as the researcher, and challenges to the survey are less likely to occur (Kember &
Leung, 2008). Utilizing an expert panel made up of different types of raters can
minimize this risk (Kember & Leung, 2008). Experts and representatives from both the
Mississippi Institutions of Higher Learning (IHL), the Mississippi Community College
Board (MCCB) were used to ensure the survey was applicable to C2C initiative
participants who completed their degree. C2C coaches and students were included to
determine if the content and survey wording was answerable and easily understood. The
panel was selected to provide both an academic and professional perspective as well as a
similar population perspective. Validating the survey with both perspectives ensured the
survey questions were accurately written to provide the correct data for the research
objectives (Phillips et al., 2013). Table 2 outlines the breakdown of the expert panel.
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Table 2 Expert Panel
Expert Panel
Title

System

C2C Director
C2C Coordinator
C2C Coordinator
Director of Strategic Research for the State
C2C Coach
C2C Coach

IHL
IHL
MCCB
IHL
IHL
MCCB

(2) Current C2C Students
(2) Current C2C Students

IHL
MCCB

Using a mixed methods design requires the researcher to achieve multiple
validities legitimization (Johnson & Christensen, 2019; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006).
Multiple validities legitimation is a term that refers to how a researcher validates both
quantitative and qualitative strands separately as well as the whole mixed methods study
to develop high-quality meta-inferences (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). This requires
a study to meet a combination or set of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods
validities in the research study (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). In this study,
weakness minimization validity was reviewed. Weakness minimization validity refers to
the way the researcher combines quantitative and qualitative approaches, so the strengths
of one approach compensate for the other approach (Johnson & Christensen, 2019).
Triangulation is a popular validity strategy in qualitative research, but this validation
approach is not possible for this study because triangulation requires the researcher to
collect the two sources of data independently and not on the same instrument (Johnson &
Christensen, 2019). While one of the most traditional approaches to validating
qualitative data is not appropriate for this study, mixing closed-ended and open-ended
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questions balances their strengths and weaknesses (Zohrabi, 2013). Therefore, closedended, and open-ended questions complement each other. Using a carefully conducted
mixed methods design can enhance the credibility and authenticity of a study’s findings
with supportive quantitative evidence (Ihantola & Kihn, 2011).
Data Collection
Data collection began after IRB was obtained, and the instrument was properly
tested and validated by the expert panel. A series of notifications occurred before the
data collection instrument was distributed as outlined in the data collection plan (Table
3). Response rates of delivering an electronic survey can vary widely. Based on the
research of electronic surveys, successful responses first focus on communication,
beginning early and continuing throughout the survey (P. P. Phillips et al., 2013). Archer
(2007), in his research, found reminders increased response rates in his studies up to four
contacts. The optimum number of reminders in his web-based survey in an eleven-day
period was two, which is three total contacts, including the initial invitation (Archer,
2007). Additionally, Archer (2007) found increasing the total days a survey is left open,
with two reminders, may increase response rates. Literature indicates there are a variety
of factors related to response rates, including who the sponsors are, what the topic is, and
how long the survey takes to complete (Fan & Yan, 2010). This study used multiple
communications strategies to encourage higher response rates (Nair et al., 2008).
The communication strategy included an introductory email, a digital postcard, a
survey email, and multiple reminders. Effects of prenotification and reminder emails
have been found to increase response rates (Wengrzik et al., 2016). To reduce the
communications being marked as spam, the researcher followed guidelines from
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Qualtrics on how to reduce an email’s spam score (Qualtrics, n.d.-b). Certain words,
phrases, and design elements such as PLEASE FILL OUT THIS SURVEY!!! in all caps
or words like free and opportunity increases an email’s spam score (Qualtrics, n.d.-b).
An introductory email was sent during the first week of data collection. The email was
used to introduce the study and its purpose. The digital postcard was sent during the
second week of data collection. The digital postcard was used as a visual form of
communication other than email. The digital postcard informed the participants their
feedback was valued by the program, and their feedback will be provided to stakeholders
(Coates, 2006; Porter et al., 2004). Connecting the importance of the initiative can help
trigger an emotional appeal to complete the survey (Phillips et al., 2013). Additionally,
explaining how the results will be used can help build a mutually trusting relationship and
increase response rates (Kang, 2016). Following the digital postcard, an email was sent
the following day that contained the survey link and the drawing link. Research has
shown sending a reminder two days after the initial invitation was more effective than
waiting for five days (Crawford et al., 2001). Therefore, a reminder email was sent two
days after the survey was distributed. An additional secondary reminder email, while
included in the data collection plan, was not distributed. During week three, the
responses total surpassed a confidence level of 95%. The researcher determined the
benefit of sending an additional reminder to the entire population was not great enough to
outweigh email fatigue, keeping in mind C2C may want to send surveys in the future.
The survey was open for a total of two weeks or 14 days. After the survey closed,
the researcher emailed the two $100 digital Amazon gift cards to the selected drawing
recipients. Also, at the same time, the survey results were downloaded from Qualtrics in

67

a Microsoft Excel format. The quantitative data was imported into SPSS for analysis.
The qualitative data remained in Excel for content analysis. Table 3 provides a week-byweek timeline of the data collection.
Table 3 Data Collection Plan
Data Collection Plan
Week

Task

Week Zero

Survey Validation
Obtain IRB approval

Week One

Send an initial introductory email to participants

Week Two

Email a digital postcard from C2C
Distribute survey and drawing via Qualtrics links (one day
later)
Send first follow-up reminder (two days later)

Week Three

Send second follow-up reminder [canceled]

Week Four

Gather survey results and download data to SPSS
Award gift cards

Week Five – Ten

Complete data analysis

The researcher maintained the confidentiality of the participants by storing all
documentation in a password-protected file on the researcher’s computer. Data from the
Qualtrics platform was protected by a username and password login. Only the researcher
has access to the Qualtrics platform. The researcher secured the digital data removed
from Qualtrics in password-protected electronic formats. The researcher transferred the
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qualitative responses in an Excel spreadsheet for analysis to identify themes. Data will
be destroyed three years after publication.
Data Analysis
The data analysis approach adopted in this study allowed the researcher to
respond to the quantitative research objectives and the qualitative research objective
simultaneously. Using the embedded method prescribed, the data collection and analysis
of the primary quantitative method and the embedded qualitative secondary method
occurred at the same time. Table 4 presents the data analysis plan aligning the survey
questions with the objectives and the appropriate statistical tests.
Table 4 Data Analysis Plan
Data Analysis Plan
Research
Objective
RO1

Survey
Question
Q1
Q2-Q3
Q4
Q15
Q16
Q17
Q18

RO2

Q1
Q12-Q14

Degree Type
College/University
Courses Required
Residence
Ethnicity
Age
Gender

Scale or
Measure
Nominal
Nominal
Ordinal
Nominal
Nominal
Ordinal
Nominal

Statistical
Test
Frequency
Distributions

Degree Type
Job Change

Nominal
Nominal

Chi-Square
Test of
Independence

Variables
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Table 4 Continued
Research
Objective
RO3

Survey
Question
Q8-Q10
Q1
Q4
Q16
Q17
Q18

RO4

Q1
Q5-Q6
Q8-Q11

RO5

Q19-Q24

Statistical
Test

Adj. Salary Changea - DV
Degree Type - IV
Courses Required - IV
Ethnicity - IV
Age - IV
Gender - IV

Scale or
Measure
Scale
Nominal
Ordinal
Nominal
Ordinal
Nominal

Degree Type
Adj. Costb
Adj. Salary Changea

Nominal
Scale
Scale

ROI &
Payback
Period

Benefits & Barriers

Nominal

Content
Analysis

Variables

t testc
H testd
t testc
t testc
t testc

Note. aAdjusted Salary Change = Salary Change X Salary. bAdjusted Cost = Cost X Cost
Confidence. cIndependent Samples t test. d Kruskal-Wallis H test.
Summary
This chapter presents this study’s methodology, including the rationale for the
selection of a mixed methods design. Based on the study’s purpose and research
objectives, this study used an embedded mixed methods design. Therefore, the collection
and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data occurred at the same time. The chapter
addresses the population and the sampling method that was used. This study utilized
researcher-developed instruments. Following the instrumentation design plan is a
discussion of the validity and reliability of the study. The study used various
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communication methods to collect data as prescribed in the data collection plan. The
chapter concludes with a plan for data analysis. The researcher used descriptive and
inferential statistics and content analysis to analyze quantitative and qualitative data. The
next chapter presents the findings of this study.
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CHAPTER IV – RESULTS
This chapter provides an overview of the results of the current study. The study
determined the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers for individuals participating
in an adult degree completion initiative. Additionally, this chapter provides insight into
the participants’ perspectives about the benefits and barriers collected from the survey
instrument's open-ended questions. Table 5 categorizes the coding of the variables used
in SPSS for the demographic items.
Table 5 Variable Coding in SPSS
Variable Coding in SPSS
Variable

SPSS Coding

Degree Type
2-year
4-year

1
2

Courses Required
0
1-3
4 or more

1
2
3

Job Change
Same employer received a promotion or positive title
change
Different employer received a promotion or positive
title change
Different employer did not receive a promotion or
positive title change

1
2
3

Ethnicity
White
Minority Groups

1
2

Age
≤ 34
≥ 35

1
2

Gender
Female
Male

1
2
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To determine the tangible benefits and barriers for individuals participating in an
adult degree completion initiative, the researcher utilized several financial impact
formulas. Below are the financial impact formulas used in this study.
ROI% = (Adjusted Salary Change – Adjusted Cost) X 100
Adjusted Cost

Payback Period =

Adjusted Cost
Adjusted Salary Change

Adjusted Salary Change = (Salary After - Salary Before) X Salary Confidence

Adjusted Cost = Cost X Cost Confidence

Data Results
The researcher conducted a study of 2,115 graduates from the adult degree
completion initiative who completed their degrees from December 2017 to December
2020. The office which administers the adult degree completion initiative provided the
email addresses of the total population.
Missing and Excluded Responses
The researcher counted 79 bad or rejected email addresses, which made the
number of deliverable emails 2,036. A total of 508 of the 2,036 graduates of the adult
degree completion initiative consented to participate in the survey. Thirty-one
participants were removed due to non-responses for more than 25% of the questionnaire,
leaving 477 valid surveys. The 477 responses provided a confidence level of 98.74%
with a 5% margin of error and a 50% response distribution (Raosoft Sample Size
Calculator, n.d.). The researcher collected 1,910 responses from the five open-ended
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questions on the survey instrument. The study’s data results are organized by research
objective. The demographic data was analyzed in RO2-RO3. The variables courses
required, ethnicity, age, and gender, were grouped into fewer categories than available on
the survey. For ease of analysis, the researcher merged categories with small counts into
larger categories. For job change, one category was removed because it violated the chisquared goodness-of-fit frequency assumption, which requires an expected count of at
least five (Laerd, n.d.-a).
Research Objective 1
The analysis plan for RO1 involved determining the demographic characteristics
of the population. For RO1, the researcher conducted a frequency distribution, which
reported the number of instances each value occurred (degree type, college/university,
courses required, residence, ethnicity, age, and gender). This demographic information
was used to provide insights into the population and make comparisons with other
research found in the literature review. The demographic data used for RO1 was
collected from Q1-Q4 degree type, college, university, courses required, and Q15-Q18
residence, ethnicity, age, and gender on the survey.
Demographic Data Results. Most participants completed a 4-year degree (n =
330, 69.3%). Each of the 15 community colleges and eight universities was represented
with at least one graduate. Roughly 40% of participants did not require any courses to
graduate, and 28.1% required one to three courses to graduate. Most participants, nearly
78%, resided in Mississippi at the time of survey completion. Most were in the 35 to 64
age bracket (n = 469, 70.1%); and the majority were female (n = 469, 60.6%). Ethnicity
was split into two majority groups, White and Black or African American, 50.7% and
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47.1%, respectively. Table 6 presents the frequency distributions sample tables for the
variables in RO1.
Table 6 Frequency Distributions
Frequency Distributions
Demographic
Degree Type
2-Year degree
4-Year degree
Total

f(n)

%

146
330
476

30.7
69.3
100.0

College
Coahoma Community College
Copiah-Lincoln Community College
East Central Community College
East Mississippi Community College
Hinds Community College
Holmes Community College
Itawamba Community College
Jones County Junior College
Meridian Community College
Mississippi Delta Community College
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College
Northeast Mississippi Community College
Northwest Mississippi Community College
Pearl River Community College
Southwest Mississippi Community College
Total

3
17
7
13
10
18
14
5
5
3
12
8
25
5
1
146

2.1
11.6
4.8
8.9
6.8
12.3
9.6
3.4
3.4
2.1
8.2
5.5
17.1
3.4
0.7
100.0

University
Alcorn State University
Delta State University
Jackson State University
Mississippi State University
Mississippi University for Women
Mississippi Valley State University
University of Mississippi
University of Mississippi Medical Center
University of Southern Mississippi
Total

20
22
30
87
5
19
95
1
51
330

6.1
6.7
9.1
26.4
1.5
5.8
28.8
0.3
15.5
100.0
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Table 6 Continued
Demographic
Courses Required
0
1-3
4-6
7-9
10-12
13 or more
Total

f(n)

%

194
134
65
36
29
18
476

40.8
28.2
13.7
7.6
6.1
3.8
100.0

Resident
Yes
No
Total

360
103
463

77.8
22.2
100.0

Ethnicity
White
Black or African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other
Total

239
222
3
1
0
6
471

50.7
47.1
0.6
0.2
0.0
1.3
100.0

Age
Under 25
25-34
35-64
Over 64
Total

2
128
329
10
469

0.4
27.3
70.1
2.1
100.0

Gender
Female
Male
Other
Total

284
184
1
469

60.6
39.2
0.2
100.0

Research Objective 2
The analysis plan for RO2 involved determining the relationship of degree
attainment and job change of adult degree completion initiative participants who have
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completed their degree. The researcher conducted a Chi-square test of independence to
determine if there was a significant relationship between two nominal variables, degree
type and job change. The use of a Chi-square test of independence is appropriate when
determining if there is a significant relationship between two nominal variables (Laerd,
n.d.-a). Chi-square test of independence requires the two nominal variables should
consist of two or more categorical, independent groups (Laerd, n.d.-a). Chi-square test of
independence assumes the observations are independent, and the value of the cells'
expected count should be five or more in at least 80% of the cells, and no cells should
have an expected count of less than five (Laerd, n.d.-a). The frequency of degree type, 2year or 4-year, was compared across four independent categories: same employer
promotion or title change, same employer no promotion or title change, different
employer promotion or title change, and different employer no promotion or title change.
The category same employer no promotion or title change violated the expected count
assumption as two cells had an expected count of less than 5. The researcher removed
two counts, one 2-year and one 4-year, of the category same employer no promotion or
title change from the analysis. The data used for RO2 was collected from Q1 degree type
and Q12-Q14 job change on the survey.
Job Change Chi-Square Results. The researcher performed a Chi-square test on
the three remaining categories of job change. The Chi-squared goodness-of-fit frequency
assumption was not violated for the two-by-three table, and all the expected counts were
greater than five. Since the data passed all the assumptions, the researcher interpreted the
results. The researcher reviewed the Pearson Chi-Square row for the p value, and p >
.05. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. Degree type is independent of

77

job change, and both 2-year and 4-year experienced job change at expected rates. There
is not a significant relationship between job change and degree type, χ2 (2) = 4.046, p =
.132. Table 7 presents the crosstabulation and chi-square test sample tables for RO2.
Table 7 Relationship of Educational Attainment and Job Change
Relationship of Educational Attainment and Job Change
Same
Different
Different
Employer
Employer
Employer
χ2
Promotion or
Promotion or NO Promotion or
Title Change
Title Change
Title Change
8
16
11
.132*
2-year
(10.4)
(17.5)
(7.1)
4-year
29
46
14
(26.6)
(44.5)
(17.9)
Note. * = p > .05. Adjusted standardized residuals appear in parentheses
below group frequencies.
Research Objective 3
The analysis plan for RO3 involved determining the relationship of salary and
demographic characteristics, including the variables degree type, courses required,
ethnicity, age, and gender of initiative participants who have completed their degree. The
researcher initially planned to conduct five one-way ANOVAs, but the assumption of
normality was violated for the dependent variable, adjusted salary change. For
ANOVA’s, the dependent variable should be approximately normally distributed for each
category of the independent variable; the researcher used a Shapiro-Wilk test of
normality to test for normal distribution (Laerd, n.d.-d). The test rejects the hypothesis of
normality when p ≤ = .05 (Field, 2018). The Shapiro-Wilk test showed a significant
departure from normality W(144) = .685, p < .001. SPSS noted seven mild and extreme
outliers for adjusted salary change: $-45,000, $-65,000, $48,000, $52,000, $68,000,
$82,000.00, and $155,000. To determine if the outliers influenced the departure from
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normality, the researcher removed the seven outliers noted by SPSS. Again, the ShapiroWilk test showed a significant departure from normality W(137) = .909, p < .001.
Because the variable adjusted salary failed the normality assumption, the researcher
deviated from the original plan of conducting one-way ANOVAs for RO3. Instead, the
researcher employed independent t-tests and a Kruskal-Wallis H test for RO3.
The independent t-test is an efficient statistical test to compare the means of two
small sample sizes when the dependent variable is on a continuous scale (Fink, 2003).
This test is appropriate for the independent variables degree type, ethnicity, age, and
gender because independent variables consist of two categorical, independent groups
(Laerd, n.d.-b). T-tests assume the dependent variable is approximately normally
distributed for each group of the independent variable (Laerd, n.d.-b). The difference
between the normality assumption of an ANOVA and t-test is the t-test assumes the
means of each group are normally distributed, not the population (Field, 2018). T-tests
require homogeneity of variances, and the researcher tested this assumption using
Levene's test for homogeneity of variances (Laerd, n.d.-b).
Because the independent variable, courses required, contained three categorical
groups, a t-test was not appropriate as a t-test cannot compare more than two groups.
Instead, the researcher ran a Kruskal-Wallis H test for the variable courses required. The
Kruskal-Wallis H test is a nonparametric test that is used to determine if there are
statistically significant differences between two or more groups of an independent
variable on a continuous or ordinal dependent variable (Laerd, n.d.-c). Because the
Kruskal-Wallis H test does not assume normality, it is less sensitive to outliers, and it can
be used when these assumptions have been violated with a one-way ANOVA (Laerd,
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n.d.-c). The Kruskal-Wallis H tests assume the dependent variable is ordinal or
continuous, and the independent variable should consist of two or more categorical,
independent groups (Laerd, n.d.-c). The results of a Kruskal-Wallis H test are
determined by the shape of the distribution (Laerd, n.d.-c). If the distributions have the
same shape, a Kruskal-Wallis H test is used to compare the medians; if the distribution is
not the same, a Kruskal-Wallis H test is used to compare mean ranks (Laerd, n.d.-c).
The researcher reviewed the literature to determine if additional testing protocol
needed to be included since SPSS noted seven mild and extreme outliers for adjusted
salary change: $-45,000, $-65,000, $48,000, $52,000, $68,000, $82,000.00, and
$155,000. In the case of outliers, Field (2018) suggests trimming the data only if there is
a good reason to believe the case is not part of the population. While the researcher does
not believe the outliers to be incorrect, as salary has no cap, the data was retested
trimming 10% of the highest and lowest scores trimmed based on Field’s suggestion. In
total, fifteen cases were trimmed from the top and bottom, which included five, 2-year,
and 25, 4-year adjusted salaries. While the researcher cannot deviate from the original
data, the trimmed data results are provided with the original data results for comparison.
The purpose of comparing the original data results to the data trimmed results was to
identify whether the outliers have an influence on the statistical results. The researcher
notes these findings as well. The data used for RO3 was collected from questions Q1
degree type, Q4, courses required Q8-Q10 adjusted salary change, and Q16-Q18
ethnicity, age, and gender on the survey. Each of the five RO3 test results are discussed
separately below.

80

Degree Type T-Tests Results. The independent samples t-test comes in two
different forms, the standard Student’s t-test, which assumes that the variance of the two
groups are equal, and Welch’s t-test, which does not assume that the variance is the same
in the two groups (Field, 2018). To compare 2-year and 4-year degrees with adjusted
salary change as the dependent variable, Levene’s test of variance was used. Levene’s
test with a p > .05 indicated the variances between the groups were not significantly
different, and the Student’s t-test was used to interpret the results t(142) = -1.423, p =
.157 using an alpha level of .05. No significant difference in adjusted salary change was
found between the 2-year and 4-year degrees. Retesting the 10% trimmed data, the
researcher found the variances between the groups were significantly different with a p =
.001. Welch’s t-test was used to interpret the results, t(112) = -2.421, p = .018 using an
alpha level of .05. Table 8 presents the t tests sample tables for the variable degree type
and the trimmed variable degree type.
Table 8 Relationship of Salary and Degree Type
Relationship of Salary and Degree Type
2-year
SD

4-year
SD

M
n
M
n
t
Untrimmed
Adjusted
10483.58 10382.09 38 14684.43 21859.49 106 -1.423
Salary
Change
Trimmed
Adjusted
9591.40 5139.59 33 12605.40 7792.62 81 -2.421
Salary
Change

df

p

142

.157

112

.018

Courses Required H-Test Results. To compare the variable courses required, the
Kruskal-Wallis H test was used. A Kruskal-Wallis H test showed that there was not a
statistically significant difference in adjusted salary change between the different courses
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required amounts, χ2(2) = 3.838, p = .147, with a mean rank adjusted salary change of
80.35 for no courses, 64.44 for one to three courses, and 70.10 for four or more courses.
Retesting the 10% trimmed data found the same results χ2(2) = 2.479, p = .289, with a
mean rank adjusted salary change of 63.14 dollars for 0 courses, 51.95 for 1-3 dollars
courses, and 55.09 dollars for four or more courses. Table 9 presents the Kruskal-Wallis
H test sample tables for the variable courses required.
Table 9 Relationship of Salary and Courses Required
Relationship of Salary and Courses Required
Untrimmed
Adjusted
Salary
Change

Courses Required
0
1-3
4 or more
Total

n
58
44
42
144

Mean Rank
80.35
64.44
70.10

Ethnicity T-Test Results. To compare the ethnicity groups of White and minority
groups, the Levene’s test of variance was used. Levene’s test with a p > .05 indicated the
variances between the groups were not significantly different, and the Student’s t-test was
used to interpret the results t(142) = -.662, p = .509 using an alpha level of .05. No
significant difference in adjusted salary change was found between White and minority
groups. Retesting the 10% trimmed data found the same results with a p = .268.
Student’s t-test was used to interpret the results t(112) = -.491, p = .624. Table 10
presents the t tests sample tables for the variable ethnicity.
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Table 10 Relationship of Salary and Ethnicity
Relationship of Salary and Ethnicity
M

White
SD

Minority Groups
M
SD
n

n

Untrimmed
Adjusted
12971.97 14552.28 64
Salary
Change

15015.25 20965.56 80

t

df

p

-.662

142

.509

Age T-Tests Results. To compare the age groups of 34 and under and 35 and over,
the Levene’s test of variance was used. Levene’s test with a p > .05 indicated the
variances between the groups were not significantly different, and the Student t-test was
used to interpret the results t(141) = 2.278, p = .024 using an alpha level of .05. A
significant difference in adjusted salary change and was found between the ages of 34
and under and 35 and over. Retesting the 10% trimmed data, the researcher found the
variances between the groups were not significantly different with a p = .901. Student’s
t-test was used to interpret the results t(111) = 1.207, p = .230 using an alpha level of
.05. Table 11 presents the t tests sample tables for the variable age and the trimmed
variable age.
Table 11 Relationship of Salary and Age
Relationship of Salary and Age
34 and Under
M
SD
Untrimmed
Adjusted
18933.50 25360.02
Salary
Change
Trimmed
Adjusted
12838.05 6941.64
Salary
Change

n

35 and Over
M
SD

n

t

df

p

48

11611.24 13147.30 95

2.278

141 .024

37

11092.04

1.207

111 .230
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7343.08
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Gender T-Tests Results. To compare gender, female and male, the Levene’s test
of variance was used. Levene’s test with a p < .05 indicated the variances between the
groups were significantly different, and the Welch’s t-test was used to interpret the results
t(141) = -2.622, p = .010 using an alpha level of .05. A significant difference in adjusted
salary change and was found between females and males. Retesting the 10% trimmed
data, the researcher found the variances between the groups were not significantly
different with a p = .574. Student’s t-test was used to interpret the results t(111) = -.377,
p = .707 using an alpha level of .05. Table 12 presents the t tests sample tables for the
variable gender and the trimmed variable gender.
Table 12 Relationship of Salary and Gender
Relationship of Salary and Gender
M

Female
SD

n

Untrimmed
Adjusted
10281.69 10888.99 80
Salary
Change
Trimmed
Adjusted
11466.73 7344.73 66
Salary
Change

M

Male
SD

n

t

18878.43 24167.79

63

-2.622

141 .010

11968.49

47

-.377

111 .707

7133.41

df

p

Research Objective 4
The analysis plan for RO4 involved determining the financial impact of degree
attainment of adult degree completion initiative participants who have completed their
degree. The analysis plan for RO4 calculated a return on investment (ROI) and payback
period. ROI and payback period was compared by the degree type, 2-year and 4-year.
The researcher included aggregate functions of mean, min, max, and standard deviation
to analyze participants who did not incur a cost or experience a salary change.
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To calculate ROI, the researcher used a simple return on investment formula.
Return on investment is the percentage increase or decrease in an investment over a set
period (Banton, 2019). Return on investment measures the gain or loss generated on an
investment relative to the amount of money invested (Return on Investment, 2019). The
return on investment formula for this study is ROI% = (Net Program Benefits / Program
Costs) x 100 (Phillips & Phillips, 2016). Net program benefits are computed by benefits
– costs (Phillips & Phillips, 2016). The return on investment model was appropriate for
this study because of its flexibility and ability to use in any timeframe. For this study, net
program benefits was calculated using adjusted salary change which equals (salary after –
salary before) X salary confidence. Program cost was calculated using adjusted cost,
which equals cost X cost confidence. Payback period is one of the most common ROI
methods used to express the amount of time required to return an investment (Gallo,
2016). Payback period for a capital budgeting project is defined as the amount of time
needed for the initial investment to be recovered (Ardalan, 2012). Payback period is
calculated by dividing the initial investment by the cash flow per year (Gallo, 2016). For
this study, investment was represented by adjusted cost, and cash flow is the total
adjusted salary change. The data used for ROI was collected from questions Q1 degree
type, Q5-Q6 adjusted cost, Q8-Q11 adjusted salary change and salary contribution on the
survey.
Financial Impact Results. Data collection revealed 52.7% (n = 77) of participants
who earned an associate degree and 30.9% (n = 129) of participants who earned a
bachelor’s degree did not incur a cost to complete their degree. The ROI formula could
not be calculated using these participants' data because the ROI formula divides by
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adjusted cost. Microsoft Excel displays the #DIV/0! error when a number is divided by
zero. To provide analysis for these participants, the researcher included aggregate
functions for adjusted salary change with zero cost and adjusted salary change due to
degree completion with zero cost. Because of the survey design, participants who
marked no salary increase on Q7 of the survey were not offered to provide a salary
confidence and skipped to Q12. The research additionally provided an analysis of
adjusted cost with no salary change for this group. Table 13 presents the financial impact
table for RO4.
Table 13 Financial Impact
Financial Impact
Financial Variable
ROI%

2-Year
n(21)
475%

4-Year
n(61)
5816%

Payback Period (Years)

n(38)
.12 yrs.

n(103)
.27 yrs.

n(19)
$13,541
$2,100
$40,000
10,244.58

n(39)
$19,094
$0
$155,000
26,244.30

n(18)

n(37)

$10,519
$990
$40,000
10,769.21

$13,710
$500
$75,950
15,768.38

n(100)
$1,225
$0
$22,500
3,555.33

n(207)
$2,666
$0
$70,000
7,262.35

Adjusted Salary Change with No Cost
Mean
Min
Max
Standard Deviation
Adjusted Salary Change Contributed to Degree
Completion with No Cost
Mean
Min
Max
Standard Deviation
Adjusted Cost with No Salary Change
Mean
Min
Max
Standard Deviation
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Research Objective 5
The analysis plan for RO5 involved exploring the participants’ perspectives about
the benefits and barriers of the adult degree completion initiative for participants who
have completed their degree. The qualitative data analysis enhanced the overall purpose
of the study capturing the intangible benefits and barriers through open-ended questions
of the survey. Content analysis was used to describe the participant’s perspectives
regarding the benefits and barriers of the adult degree completion initiative participants
who have completed their degree.
Content analysis allows the researcher to identify counts, themes, and
characteristics (Johnson & Christensen, 2019). The themes and characteristics derive
from patterns found in the open-ended questions of the survey. One of the advantages of
using this analysis method is the ability to analyze and examine patterns of the
phenomena in a non-invasive and systematic manner (Johnson & Christensen, 2019).
Text is broken down into categories on a variety of levels, including word, word sense,
phrase, sentence, or theme, to conduct a content analysis (Devi, 2009). There are two
general types of content analysis, conceptual analysis and relational analysis (Wilson,
2016). For this study, a conceptual analysis was used. The researcher establishes the
existence and frequency of concepts either by words or phrases from the survey (Devi,
2009). The text is coded using the process of selective reduction; reducing the text to
categories allows the researcher to code for specific words or patterns. (Devi, 2009). The
researcher made coding choices using the eight category coding steps indicated by
Kathleen Carley (Carley & Palmquist, 1992). The eight steps used were: decide the level
of analysis, decide how many concepts to code for, decide whether to code for existence
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or frequency of a concept, decide how to distinguish among concepts, develop rules for
coding texts, decide what to do with irrelevant information, code the texts and analyze the
results (Carley & Palmquist, 1992; Devi, 2009). The below responses were scrubbed for
any potentially self-identifying information like school name, counselor name and job
etc. The data used for RO5 was collected from questions Q19-Q24 benefits, barriers, and
additional information on the survey.
Survey Question 19 Results. From the survey questions, major themes appeared.
For work benefits, 115 participants felt they were now eligible for a promotion, positive
title change, salary increase, or new work opportunities due to completing their degree.
At least 72 realized a job change, a promotion or positive title change, salary increase, or
another non-salary work-related benefit, although 64 participants experienced no workrelated benefits. Table 14 presents the content analysis themes for the open-ended
question Q19 on the survey.
Table 14 Survey Question 19 Themes
Survey Question 19 Themes
What are some major work-related benefits of completing your degree?
Codes
Confidence/Pride

Frequency
32

Contribute to community

3

Continuing education

42

Eligible for a promotion, positive title change, or salary increase

48

Eligible for new work opportunities

73

Improve resume/More marketable

30

Personal goal/Self-accomplishment

42

Realized job change

21

Realized promotion or positive title change

18

Realized salary increase

24
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Table 14 Continued
Codes
Realized work benefits (non-salary)

Frequency
9

Obtained new knowledge/skills

21

None

64

The three major work-related benefits experienced by the participants were
perceived eligibility for a salary increase or job change, a realized salary increase or job
change, or no work benefits. The statements below were gathered from Q19 responses
and reflect work-related benefit themes.
•

Having a completed degree opens doors. I've developed a number of onjob skills over the years that were frankly unrelated to my degree or time
in college. But that does not discount the other lessons, skills, and
opportunities that college gave me. Unfortunately, those on-job skills
don't always open the necessary doors to change a career or grow within a
career. Now that my degree is complete, those doors that might have been
difficult to open before are now open, and there are plenty of opportunities
to go better myself and grow within a career.

•

More interviews and greater opportunities for jobs that were previously
unavailable because of my lack of a degree. When I left school in the
1980s having a degree was not as important as it is today. Lack of a
degree is a major screening tool for many jobs.

•

After completing my degree, I was able to meet the minimum
requirements for an entry-level position at another state agency.
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•

I am currently in the US Air force. With my degree, I will be able to
apply to become an officer.

•

I am now able to challenge the Praxis.

•

In fact, I did obtain a new higher-paying job after enrolling in your
program... I have been offered possible tuition reimbursement on a
Master's degree. This would not be possible without the C2C program.

•

Once I earned my bachelor’s degree, I was promoted to a manager.

•

Moved from hourly to a salary position. Got my own office and a
company vehicle. I went from a laborer to a salesman — a face of the
company.

•

There were no work-related benefits as I'm still working in the same
position as before the degree. I've applied for other jobs elsewhere with
no luck. However, I'm glad to have earned my degree regardless.

•

No work-related at this time, but employers require bachelor’s degree
before hiring anyone. After employment of one year, the benefits will be
opened up. They use the degree for commitment purposes, which shows
one will stay till completion.

Survey Question 20 Results. For personal benefits, nearly half, 200 out of 446
responses stated completing their degree was a personal goal or provided a sense of selfaccomplishment. The next largest categories for personal benefits were a newfound
sense of confidence and pride, or the feeling of a familial accomplishment and ability to
encourage others. The theme of continuing education, although not at the top of the list,
is a notable personal benefit. Participants stated they were either enrolled or interested in
90

continuing their education. The continued education theme was found in questions 19,
20, and 22. Table 15 presents the content analysis themes for the open-ended question
Q20 on the survey.
Table 15 Survey Question 20 Themes
Survey Question 20 Themes
What are some major personal benefits of completing your degree?
Codes
Career/Work

Frequency
29

Confidence/Pride

97

Continuing education

29

Health awareness/Healthier

2

Familial accomplishment/Encouragement to others
Personal goal/Self-accomplishment
Obtained new knowledge/skills

57
200
8

Realized salary increase

11

None

13

The three major personal benefits experienced by the participants were a sense of
confidence and pride, self-accomplishment, or familial accomplishment. The statements
below were gathered from Q20 responses and reflect personal benefit themes.
•

The pride and self-esteem that came with earning my degree is unmatched.
Before I earned it, I had bounced between low pay dead-end jobs because
no one wanted to hire someone without a degree. Now the job field feels
much more open to me.

•

The satisfaction of completing the tract that I started years ago is a huge
benefit to my self-confidence and accomplishments. Just closing out that
chapter of my life was a big benefit to me. As for work, just the
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satisfaction of knowing that my skills and knowledge learned in college
can be recognized by my peers with a 4-year degree diploma.
•

I’m proud of myself. And so is my family. My kids know the value and
importance of education. That thing that I didn’t finish that always
embarrassed me and made me feel bad about myself. That thing is gone.

•

To let people know it doesn’t matter your age, you can go back and do it.
I wanted to let my son know that if he sees me become somebody, he also
can be somebody. I have a daughter who wants to attend college now…I
have been encouraging others to go back and get that degree.

•

This degree is so inexorably tied to who I am and how I see the world it
would be impossible for me to explain in detail how it's aided me. Just
suffice it by saying in every way imaginable.

•

The feeling of accomplishment that was offered to me after 23 years is an
amazing feeling. My children get to see firsthand hard work,
determination, and drive, and a sense of completing a goal and a lifelong
dream. They can use this as an example. I worked a full-time job, then
went to my part-time job, and took my computer and books the whole
entire time of being a single mother of two very active children in school.
The fact of increased pressure, endurance, and God the Father is the only
way I made it through.

•

It's been a weight on my shoulders and silent shame my entire adult life. I
don't know why it took me so long to get the degree, especially when I
already had the credits, but shedding the emotional weight was liberating.
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•

Having the feeling of accomplishment. Lost the embarrassment of all that
time and loans with nothing to show.

•

I am the first male in my family to have a bachelor’s degree.

•

My mother was always about education; she passed away before I
received my degree. Completing my degree was not only for me but for
my mother, who would be so proud.

•

I now have a clear path forward. Next step is MBA.

•

I was able to enroll in Graduate School!

Survey Question 21 Results. The three main reasons the participants did not
return to finish their degree earlier were family responsibilities, financial reasons, or
personal reasons. Other major reasons included work responsibilities, academic, time
demand, and the feeling of being content. Family responsibilities included the caretaking
of children and parents; 21 participants stated being a single parent as a reason they did
not complete their degree. Personal reasons included physical and mental health, life
circumstances, moved, stress, and lack of focus. Two participants specifically attributed
Hurricane Katrina for the reason they did not return to finish their degree. Table 16
presents the content analysis themes for the open-ended question Q21 on the survey.
Table 16 Survey Question 21 Themes
Survey Question 21 Themes
What were some of the major reasons you did not return to finish your degree
earlier?
Codes
Academic

Frequency
79

93

Table 16 Continued
Codes

Frequency

Content

18

Family responsibilities

164

Financial

162

Personal

124

Time demand

45

Work responsibilities
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Three main reasons the participants did not return to finish their degree earlier was
due to family, financial, or personal reasons. The statements below were gathered from
Q21 responses and reflect barrier themes.
•

I could not ask my family or expect my children to make the sacrifices that
would have been necessary. And until C2C came along, there was no
interest in helping me find a way, nor was there an alternative path.

•

Divorce, finances, and I wanted to help my children with their education.

•

I had personal health issues and had a child who took most of my time. I
thought that I would never finish.

•

I was a single parent with two children. I had to work to pay the bills. I
pushed my children to excel. My son finished college with a bachelor’s
degree and a masters. My daughter is currently in college now. I had to
make sure my children finished high school and attend college. I put
myself last.

•

I tried previously, but I did not have the funds to pay back tuition as well
as current tuition that would be owed.
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•

I was not focused as much as I tried to be, funds were low, childbirth, and
I was on my own for most of my time there. I had no idea about financial
literacy or the importance of obtaining a high GPA which I knew I was
capable of... and I've paid for that since now! Life's lessons, I guess!

•

Really don't know other than life got in the way.

•

There are many reasons why, but the main one is that I was an addict
living in active addiction.

•

Life in general; Taking care of grandmother; Death of parent; Had a child;
Content with my job at the present time; Felt like I didn’t need a degree
because I knew others that had a degree and weren’t even working; Time.

•

My father became ill and needed a caretaker. I didn’t have the finances to
return to college after his death.

Survey Question 21 Results. The three main reasons the participants decided to
complete their degree now were for an improvement in their career and work, to
complete a personal goal or feel a sense of self-accomplishment, or because of the C2C
program or process to graduate. Family was another motivating factor, as well as the
participants felt it was the right time or the timing was convenient. Only 19 participants
of 486 specifically noted money or financial gain as a reason to complete their degree
now. Also, three participants credited COVID-19 for their reason to complete their
degree now. Table 17 presents the content analysis themes for the open-ended question
Q22 on the survey.
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Table 17 Survey Question 22 Themes
Survey Question 22 Themes
What were some of the major reasons you decided to complete your degree now?
Codes
C2C program/Process

Frequency
97

Career/Work

104

Continuing Education

11

Convenient/Right time

67

Family

74

Financial

19

Personal goal/Self-accomplishment

111

Three main reasons the participants decided to complete their degree now was for a
sense of self-accomplishment, career and work, or because of the program or process to
graduate. The statements below were gathered from Q22 responses and reflect barrier
themes.
•

I saw a commercial on TV for the C2C program and emailed for more
information. I was connected with the counselor, and it was determined I
could complete my degree this past summer and only needed 10 hours. In
addition, I was given a $1,000 grant to help cover costs of tuition or any
outstanding debt that I may owe to the University. C2C collected all of my
transcripts and got me my degree.

•

I decided to complete my degree so that I could attend graduate school in
order to obtain my teaching license. I’m proud to say that Compete 2
Complete really helped me have the teaching career I obtain now.
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•

Program geared to my situation. Felt like I wouldn’t be alone. I was assisting
my daughter with her college applications and really wanted to have my
degree.

•

I wanted to be able to advance in my career, and I felt not being a graduate,
despite having the skill set looming over me.

•

I was unemployed, and every job was looking for someone with a degree.

•

When I was laid off due to a merger, I was severely limited on the jobs I could
apply for even though I had years of experience. Having the degree is a
game-changer.

•

I need a bachelor’s degree to apply for many of the jobs that pay more with
the agency I’m with.

•

To complete my SHRM certification and feel like I fit in with the rest of my
friends and community. Also, I was the only one of my extended family on
both sides without a college degree.

•

Self-accomplishment, the love of learning help to increase my professional
development; younger employees come in with Master’s and Doctorate
degrees making more money, so the need to be competitive through education
became a necessity.

•

I finally realized as I matured that a degree could be extremely beneficial if I
ever decided to pursue another career path with a different company. Pride.

Survey Question 23 Results. The last two questions on the survey allowed the
participants to provide additional information. Q23 asked, “Do you have any stories or
experiences you would like to share about your Complete 2 Compete experience? If yes,
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please share below.” The researcher found three reoccurring themes for 218 responses:
positive program comments/thank you, neutral/non-program-related, and negative. Table
18 presents the content analysis themes for the open-ended question Q23 on the survey.
Table 18 Survey Question 23 Themes
Survey Question 23 Themes
Do you have any stories or experiences you would like to share about your
Complete 2 Compete experience? If yes, please share below.
Codes
Positive comments about the program/Provided thanks
Neutral comments about the program
Negative comments about the program

Frequency
196
19
2

The researcher found the below stories or experiences representative of the data found
in the benefits questions, Q23.
•

I lost my financial aid, and I was afraid that I owed money. I was afraid to
even call and check how much I owed. So, I saved and saved and saved.
While I was saving, I heard of your program. I applied, got accepted, and
began working with one of your counselors. That's when I discovered I
could graduate with a general bachelor’s rather than paying to finish in
Public Health. This gave me the courage to finally call and figure out how
much I owed. I called. And they said I owed zero. I said, Are you sure?
Did you spell my last name right? Haha, I respelled and told her to try it
again. She still said zero. My counselor reviewed my options thoroughly,
which ultimately led to me finishing with a minor in Public Health.

•

My experience with the program was awesome! I am so thankful this
program exists. It does sadden me that once I got my associate degree,
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that was it. To be successful in today's world, you need at a minimum in
most cases to have a bachelor's degree. Soon I will be attending an online
program as a Junior, and C2C would have been a much-needed companion
with the increased cost of attending a University. As I am sad, I will not
have the program to help me; I am still very thankful for the help it was
for me. Working full-time with a wife, three small children, this program
really helped us.
•

The Complete 2 Compete experience was a blessing to not only my life
but my daughter’s as well. This program allowed me to go back to school
and finally obtain my bachelor’s degree. Obtaining my bachelor’s degree
helped me get into a prominent graduate program and start my teaching
degree. I was able to get hired in a prominent school district, have all my
8th-grade students pass their district exams, and even have one class
achieve higher than the district average. Complete 2 Compete was the
biggest blessing for my life and my career.

•

Even though I will never use my degree, I feel a sense of accomplishment.
I finished what I started. I wish my parents were there to see me walk
across the stage. But, there was pure joy in my heart for my grandchildren
and my son to see me take the walk. I have always taught them to finish
the tasks you start. There will always be obstacles in life, but you have to
always move forward. Use time wisely.

•

I am just so thankful I was able to finally graduate after quitting school
due to having a baby and not being able to go back because my husband
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died, and everything fell on me as far as supporting our family. I received
a promotion at work because I met all the requirements.
•

In my online courses, there were other Complete 2 Compete students.
Knowing that made me feel very comfortable in my classes.

•

It was amazing. When I realized I had actually completed my
undergraduate degree, I cried.

•

I would highly recommend anyone who had done a significant amount of
school work to at least check on what would be needed to get a degree. In
my case, I had enough credit hours to graduate with University Studies,
which allowed me to get some fuel back in my career path after stagnating
after reaching the highest possible job without a degree.

•

I’m grateful for the opportunity I was given, and I’m grateful for this
organization! I go home and look at my degree every day because it’s on
my coffee table, and I feel so proud when company is over, and I catch
them glancing at my degree!

Survey Question 24 Results. The last question on the survey allowed the participants
to provide additional information. Q24 asked for additional comments. The researcher
found three reoccurring themes for 47 responses: positive program comments/thank you,
neutral/non-program-related, and negative. Table 19 presents the content analysis themes
for the open-ended question Q24 on the survey.
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Table 19 Survey Question 24 Themes
Survey Question 24 Themes
Additional Comments
Codes
Positive comments about the program/Provided thanks

Frequency
39

Neutral comments about the program

5

Negative comments about the program

3

The researcher found the below stories or experiences representative of the data found
in the benefits questions, Q24.
•

I did not understand how to go about the C2C grant process properly until
it was too late, but I hope the funds I didn't take can benefit someone who
needs them more. I truly hope more people take advantage of this
program if they wish to complete college with minimal debt. Empowering
Mississippians without incurring more financial burdens is imperative for
the vibrancy of our people and state. C2C is one of the most brilliant
programs the state of MS has ever implemented.

•

I would highly recommend the C2C program to anyone. In fact, I
mentioned it to four of my friends, and they are now finishing up their
degrees or will be finishing this summer.

•

One of the greatest programs that I ever came across, and it made my life
1000 times easier with less stress.

•

This is a great study you’re doing, and I really think you’ll gather some
important research and data showing how beneficial something like C2C
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is to people who aren’t financially well-off but still should have every
opportunity to do any job they want to do.
•

C2C is truly a gem among both state and federal educational programs. I
feel it doesn't get the recognition it deserves.
Summary

This chapter presents an overview of the results of the current study. The study
determined the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers for individuals participating
in an adult degree completion initiative. The survey instrument was distributed
electronically to 2,036 participants, which resulted in 447 completed valid surveys.
Additionally, the researcher collected and coded 1,910 responses from open-ended
questions on the survey instrument. The variables age and gender were found to be
statistically significant for adjusted salary change based on the data. ROI and payback
period were found to be greater for those participants who obtained a 4-year degree than
a 2-year degree. The qualitative data revealed major themes for the benefits and barriers
of the participants returning to complete their degree. Over 300 participants noted
personal goal or self-accomplishment as a personal benefit and a reason to complete their
degree. For work-related benefits, 28% of the participants noted they now felt eligible
for a promotion, positive title change, salary increase, or new work opportunities due to
completing their degree, and 17% realized a job change, a promotion or positive title
change, salary increase, or another non-salary benefit. The next and final chapter
presents findings and conclusions. Recommendations for future studies will also be
discussed and presented.

102

CHAPTER V – DISCUSSION
This chapter provides a summary of the study along with the findings.
Conclusions are discussed, and practical recommendations for addressing the issues
raised in the research are proposed. Finally, the researcher reviews the limitations of the
research and suggests recommendations for future research emerging from this study.
Findings, Conclusions, and Recommendations
This study was designed to determine the tangible and intangible benefits and
barriers for individuals participating in an adult degree completion initiative. A survey
was utilized to collect both the quantitative and qualitative data required to answer the
research objectives. The survey consisted of 24 questions, and data from 2,115 graduates
of an adult degree completion initiative was analyzed. The study’s variables include
demographic information, degree type, salary change, job change, and benefits and
barriers.
The following section includes the findings from the results presented in chapter
IV. The findings and conclusions are based on the quantitative and qualitative data
gathered from the survey instrument. Four findings generated from the statistical and
content analysis are presented, along with practical implications. Also, discussions of
similar findings are included to address the researcher’s conclusions.
Finding 1: Job change and salary change are outcomes of degree attainment.
Some of the participants of the study experienced both a job change and salary
change. Other participants experienced one change or neither. The quantitative data
revealed a fourth of the participants realized a job change and saw an increase in salary.
From the qualitative data, a fourth indicated while they have not experienced a change
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yet, they believe they are eligible for a promotion, positive title change, salary increase,
and new work opportunities.
Conclusion. Nearly half of the study’s participants did not require coursework to
graduate, yet they experienced job change and salary change. Experiencing a change
without completing any coursework indicated a screening method in use. These
participants did not obtain new skills or gain knowledge. A completed degree versus a
partially completed degree is an indicator of marketability to the employer and can
provide better employment opportunities for an individual. Employers often screen or
filter job applicants by degree and hire the applicants with the higher degrees
comparatively. Dobbs et al. (2008) found screening plays a filtering role in education to
determine productivity and to convey the missing information to the economic agents in
the markets. Educational attainment is associated with greater earnings and
employability. The literature indicates a change in earnings and workforce opportunity
occurs upon degree completion (Arrow, 1973; Cai, 2013; Spence, 1973). According to
Chan (2016), college degree recipients use their degrees to signal employability status in
the job market.
While this study did not find a statistically significance between 2-year and 4-year
degrees and job change, still 124 participants experienced a job change. The majority of
the participants with a job change switched employers and received a promotion or
positive title change. This aligns with screening theory that the future employer uses the
degree to signal value, whereas the current employer has more information on the
employee’s skills and abilities. A smaller group of participants also received a promotion
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or positive title change at the same employer. The qualitative data found one reason for
the salary increase to be from a benchmarking process.
Additionally, this study did not find a statistically significant difference for salary
change between 2-year and 4-year degrees, but the study did find 142 participants
experienced a salary change. The literature indicates there is a difference in earnings
between individuals who earn a 2-year and 4-year degree (Torpey, 2018). Berger and
Fisher (2013) state economic benefits are likely to continue after degree attainment.
Based on the literature, the researcher expects the difference in earnings to grow. Ma et
al. (2016) found while education is linked to higher earnings, the earning potential is not
evenly distributed across the entire population. This study also found a non-normal
distribution of adjusted salary change, indicating the change in salary is not evenly
distributed.
Recommendations. Professional mobility and salary change are well-documented
benefits of completing a college degree (Chan, 2016). While higher education
stakeholders accept these generalized findings, this study focused on nontraditional
students or adults returning to complete their degree through an adult degree completion
initiative. To successfully increase degree completion among adults, policymakers and
higher education leaders should identify differences in the benefits of completing a
degree between traditional and nontraditional students. Determining the age of
diminishing returns for an adult completing their degree would be beneficial for the
targeting efforts of an adult degree completion initiative.
The adult degree completion initiative in this study advertises the ability to
determine the fastest pathway to a degree or certificate for an applicant (Complete 2
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Compete, n.d.). The process includes reviewing the applicant's prior credits earned and
matching the applicant with an institution to best fit their degree completion. For many
of the participants in this study, a 4-year degree in Universities Studies was the fastest
degree option. A degree in Universities Studies or Biology would equally add to the
national attainment rate goal although, average salary and job mobility differ among
majors (Ma et al., 2016). Higher education counselors and coordinators of adult degree
completion initiatives should consider the needs and expectations of each adult returning
to complete their degree and provide the necessary information to make an informed
decision. The fastest degree may not be the highest educational return on investment for
the individual in the long term.
Finding 2: Participants experienced a positive return on investment and short
payback period.
The quantitative data revealed an extreme difference in return on investment for a
2-year degree and a 4-year degree. In this study, a 4-year degree provided over 12 times
the ROI than a 2-year degree. While not every participant experienced a salary change,
the payback period remained relatively low for 2-year and 4-year degrees. The payback
period for both a 2-year and 4-year degree was less than four months. The average cost
incurred for a 4-year degree was twice as large as a 4-year degree, although both totals
were relatively low at around $1,200 for a 2-year and $2,600 for 4-year degrees. A salary
change can occur at any time and for various reasons. To quantify the value of the
degree, the researcher asked the participant how much did earning the degree through
C2C contribute to their increase in income. For those participants who incurred a zero
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cost, around 70% of their salary change was attributed to their degree completion for 2year and 4-year degrees, respectively.
Conclusion. The investment in higher education is a profitable investment that
assures positive long-term effects for the individual and the socio-economic advancement
of the society (Mariana, 2015). This study found 139 participants experienced a positive
salary change. Blagg and Blom (2018) found for most, an investment in higher education
yields a substantial economic return, but the exact returns are highly uncertain and evolve
over time. While not every participant in this study experienced a salary or job change
immediately after graduation, their chances of experiencing a salary change increases in
the long term (Ma et al., 2016). Returns for participants with and without salary change
will continue to grow (Mariana, 2015). While the literature indicates a higher return rate
for a 4-year degree than a 2-year, the returns are not evenly distributed (Torpey, 2018).
Earnings variations are associated with the field of study, occupation, and location, as
well as gender and ethnicity (Baum et al., 2013). Additionally, Autor (2014) found
earnings premium for education has increased as well as earnings inequality in the past
few decades.
Another notable theme emerged from the qualitative data regarding an evolving
return on investment. Eighty-two responses from the opened ended questions discussed
continuing education. These participants were either already enrolled in or interested in a
continued program from bachelor’s to doctoral programs. Chan (2016), in his review of
the literature, found individuals with a degree are more likely to attend graduate school.
Future degree completion could also affect an individual’s return on investment.
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Recommendations: There are real costs to education, including opportunity costs,
as well as decisions on how to spend time (Kara, 2010). While this study found over
40% of the participants did not incur a cost to complete their degrees, some participants
spent tens of thousands to complete their degree. Stakeholders and academic institutions
should be aware economic benefits are not guaranteed, and high costs could diminish
small benefits. Adults returning to complete their postsecondary education expect the
value of the credential to outweigh the cost (Tan, 2014). If the cost to benefit ratio is too
high, an individual will likely not continue their education (Becker, 1964; Erisman &
Steele, 2015).
Current and prospective students should adjust their expected return on
investment and understand a salary increase is not guaranteed. Blagg and Blom (2018)
found that students will never have perfect information and be able to determine a true
return on investment for degree completion. Additionally, low-income or first-generation
students may be more likely to incorrectly assess the value of their degree, either over or
underestimating the educational investment (Blagg & Blom, 2018). While a positive
financial impact is likely, stakeholders of adult completion initiatives should proceed
with caution in promoting positive financial impact and return on investment values.
Gillen et al. (2013) found students are more likely to pursue continued education when
they are aware of the return on investment. Return on investment could be useful in the
promotion of an adult degree completion initiative, but as this study found, some
participants may not experience a job change or salary change. “No change” data needs
to be equally promoted as ROI to dissuade students from overestimating their own return
on investment.
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Finding 3: Degree completion is strongly associated with feelings of personal
accomplishment.
The literature indicates numerous social benefits of degree completion (Chan,
2016). Sixty-seven percent of the themes collected from the open-ended question about
personal benefits noted confidence/pride or personal goal/self-accomplishment as major
personal benefits of degree completion. Confidence/pride or personal goal/selfaccomplishment were the top two categories for the question. The themes career/work,
continuing education, health awareness/healthier, familial
accomplishment/encouragement to others, obtained new knowledge/skills, realized salary
increase and none, were also found to be personal benefits of the participants. The openended question about work-related benefits also noted confidence/pride or personal
goal/self-accomplishment as themes. Seventeen percent of the themes collected from that
question noted confidence/pride or personal goal/self-accomplishment as work-related
benefit of degree completion. The survey question, “what were some major reasons you
decided to complete your degree now” included both work-related and personal
perceived benefits. The top three categories for this question were personal goal/selfaccomplishment, career/work, and the C2C program/process.
Conclusion: The qualitative data on educational attainment benefits presented an
interesting finding regarding money as a small motivator to complete a degree. Only four
percent of the themes collected from the reasons to complete your degree now question
noted financial, specifically money or a salary increase, as the reason for the participants
to complete a degree now. In Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), financial gain is not
included in the Theory of Human Motivation. Maslow (1943) found the majority of
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people in our society have a need or desire for a stable, firmly based, high evaluation of
themselves, for self-respect or self-esteem, and for the esteem of others. Some
researchers disagree and found that for uninteresting tasks, extrinsic rewards, including
money, increase motivation (Cameron et al., 2001). Mariana (2015) stated humans
consider an investment in education brings a sense of credibility by holding a degree, an
idea further amplified by the prestige of the educational institution, and this often
represents an advantage for the applicant in the job market. Barrow (1980) found that
happiness is obtained by the achievement of reaching goals. While there is an ongoing
debate on money as a motivator, achieving a goal or gaining confidence are widely
accepted personal benefits of educational attainment.
Recommendations: Stakeholders and higher education foundations like the
Lumina Foundation should consider incorporating personal benefits or intangible benefits
in educational attainment rate reports. Lumina tracks the educational attainment of
Americans between the ages of 25 to 64. Phillips and Phillips (2016) state intangible
benefits are sometimes not perceived to be as valuable as tangible measures, but
intangible benefits are critical to an overall evaluation and, in some cases, are more
important than monetary measures. Higher education institutions targeting nontraditional
students should promote the intangible benefits of completing a degree as an enrollment
strategy. The narratives obtained from this study speak to both young and old because
pride and confidence are universal. Regardless of age, prospective students interested in
enrolling should be aware of both the tangible and intangible benefits of completing a
degree.
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For this study, the qualitative data collected was as impactful if not more
informative than the quantitative data. Due to the nature of this study, a true return on
investment cannot be concluded as financial impact will grow over time. The qualitative
data captured the sense of hope and belief that the participant’s financial status will
change if it has not already. Also, the qualitative responses explained the data beyond the
ability of the variables assigned in the survey. As described by Maslow (1943) and other
researchers, money is not the sole driver of motivation (Cameron et al., 2001; Judge et
al., 2010). Participants in this study identified numerous non-monetary benefits and
barriers of educational attainment, which were not captured by the two financial formulas
of ROI and payback period. Because there are other educational attainment motivators,
the data collected from the open-ended questions was crucial to capture robust
perspectives about the benefits and barriers of this adult degree completion initiative.
Figure 3 illustrates the relationship of the themes personal goal/self-accomplishment and
confidence/pride as they relate to the survey questions work-related benefits, personal
benefits, and reasons to complete now.
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Figure 3 Finding 3 Diagram
Finding 3 Diagram

Work-Related
Benefits

Confidence/
Pride
Personal goal/
Selfaccomplishment
Personal
Benefits

Reasons to
Complete now

Finding 4: Degree completion is a motivator for others to complete their degree.
Prospective students who are at the end of their career may not experience
financial benefits before they exit the labor force, but as found in this study, they could
directly motivate family or friends to complete their degree. One participant noted they
did not experience a salary change because they were 84, but they felt pride in their
achievement and ability to encourage their children and grandchildren to complete a
degree. Participants mentioned if they were the first in their family to obtain a degree.
Examples of statements include the first male in the family, first in their immediate
family, first in their entire family, and first on their maternal side. One participant stated
they directly influenced family members to obtain their degree, “I was the first in my
family to receive a degree. Since then, my sister went through the program and
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graduated last year. Also, my youngest sister is currently attending now to complete her
degree. So, I can say I have started a trend in the family.” Another participant said, “ I
have been told by family and friends that my journey has inspired them to return to
school.”
The participants in this study mentioned who they wanted to inspire to continue
their degree attainment. The majority of the participants hoped their degree completion
would motivate their children to obtain higher education. Others mentioned
grandchildren, foster children, church members, and community members. Additionally,
participants spoke about positively influencing their children by displaying
determination, hard work, and goal completion.
Conclusion: The benefits of degree completion go beyond the individual. As
found in this study, degree completion can directly motivate family and friends to obtain
their degrees. This ripple effect impacts families across generations as well as their
communities. Chan (2016) found individuals who complete their degree are more likely
to raise children with a higher I.Q. and are more likely to attend graduate school. A
National Center for Education Statistics report found children of parents with degrees are
much more likely to pursue and obtain an undergraduate degree than are young people
whose parents did not obtain a degree (Cataldi et al., 2018). Children of parents without
degrees were less likely to complete their degree for economic and social reasons
(Cataldi et al., 2018).
There is a vast amount of literature on first-generation college graduates on
persistence to continue a degree, barriers, and outcomes (Blagg & Blom, 2018; Cataldi et
al., 2018; Kohl, 2010). Yet Cataldi et al. (2018) found parental education background
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has no impact on a student’s experience obtaining work, and the salaries of college
graduates only differ slightly between first-generation college graduates and the children
of college graduates. The individuals in this study who are first-generation college
graduates will pass along the benefits of a second-generation college graduate if their
children complete their degrees.
Recommendations: Institutions should consider adopting a referral program to
encourage family and friends to enroll at the institution. Referral marketing, or word-ofmouth marketing, could be a useful marketing technique in place of more traditional
marketing methods such as print, mail, and broadcasting. As found in this study, the
$500 C2C scholarship was an effective incentive for potential students to contact the C2C
program. The participants in this study exposed a sincere willingness to share their
educational experiences. By nature of the topic, education fits into everyday dialogue,
and word-of-mouth marketing could be an advantageous medium. Institutions should
also consider a targeted marketing approach by asking an adult degree completion
initiative participant to provide the contact information of friends and family who did not
finish their degrees.
Researchers in high education should consider creating studies to determine the
multiplier effect of education from adult degree completion initiative participants. Data
from these studies could aid in developing more effective marketing strategies for
institutions. This data could also be useful for workforce development and community
development. The literature finds education to be beneficial for an individual, but
barriers can dissuade an individual from starting or completing postsecondary education.
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By providing clear pathways in the school process and as well creating pathways into the
workforce will help to mitigate some of the upfront barriers.
Limitations of the Study
Limitations involve areas in which the researcher has no control (Roberts &
Hyatt, 2019). The researcher notes several of the study’s limitations. Additionally, the
researcher provides a discussion of the limitations and the mitigation procedures used.
Due to the initiative's nature, the economic and social effects of the adult degree
completion initiative will change over time (Berger & Fisher, 2013; Chan, 2016). A
participant could continue to receive changes in salary, job, or acquire social benefits for
many years after the completion of the study. The scope of the impact of the study was
limited to December 2017 to December 2020. The study purposefully did not capture a
graduation date from the participants. Participants graduated three years to three months
before survey distribution. Based on screening theory, a change in earnings or workforce
opportunity for the individuals occurs upon degree completion (Cai, 2013). The differing
lengths of time from graduation could be a limitation of the study.
There were potential response issues with the survey’s questions about selfreporting income. Income response errors are possible where the participants could have
misreported higher earnings, a bias error, or simply reported incorrect earnings, a random
error (Moore et al., 2000). Only 15 participants who reported a change in salary skipped
the before and after salary questions. ROI Methodology suggests when analyzing data,
only use the most conservative figures (Phillips & Phillips, 2016). To lessen the effect of
response errors, the researcher included a confidence value for both cost and salary
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change. The values of adjusted cost and adjusted salary change were calculated by
multiplying the raw numbers by a confidence percentage.
Finally, the researcher discovered after data collection that a large amount of the
participants did not incur a cost to graduate. The ROI formula could not be calculated
using these participants' data because the ROI formula divides by adjusted cost (Return
on Investment, 2019). Because of the mathematical requirements of the ROI formula,
participants who experienced a salary change but incurred no cost could not be included
in the ROI value. To analyze these participants, the researcher included aggregate
functions. The aggregate functions of mean, min, max, and standard deviation were
reported for adjusted salary change with zero cost, adjusted salary change due to degree
completion with zero cost, and adjusted cost with no salary change.
Recommendations for Future Research
Findings from this study direct possible opportunities for future research. The
information provided will aid stakeholders of adult degree completion initiatives to
develop effective strategies for those returning to a college or university to earn their
degrees. First, this research could be replicated using data from another adult degree
completion initiative to compare results. Future researchers might consider incorporating
technical certificates to analyze against 2-year and 4-year degrees. Also, future
researchers should consider adding another financial analysis beyond ROI and payback,
as the ROI functionality with this study's data was a limitation.
Additionally, future researchers could conduct a follow-up investigation with an
interview. During this study’s data collection, several of the participants contacted the
researcher by email, offering additional information. Others provided phone numbers in
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the open-ended questions, although no names were provided. The participants included
lengthy responses but still had more stories to share. Following the IRB protocol, the
researcher did not contact the participants, but this could be a useful addition to the
protocol in a future study. As found in this study, the subject matter was sentimental to
the participants, and the participants were happy to share.
Adding questions to the survey instrument may help improve the validity of
findings regarding the relationships between these variables. Including graduation date
could help determine a timeline of salary change and job change, whether it was
immediate or not. This study's qualitative data reported that many of the participants
received an immediate raise from their employer because they completed an educational
credential. Researchers could explore whether the salary change was due to a benchmark
or if the employer provided a different opportunity and a pay raise. Additionally, adding
a survey question about continued education would help delineate who completed an
additional program, who was enrolled, and who was interested in enrolling. These
themes were reported in the qualitative responses of the study. Still, the researcher could
not conduct an accurate count because the open-end questions did not directly ask about
continued education.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to determine the tangible and intangible benefits
and barriers for individuals participating in an adult degree completion initiative.
The researcher determined the relationship of degree attainment and job change of adult
degree completion initiative participants and determined the relationship of salary and
demographic characteristics, including degree type, courses required, ethnicity, age, and
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gender of initiative participants. The financial impact of the participants was also
analyzed using ROI, payback period, and aggregate functions. In addition, the researcher
explored the participants’ perspectives about the benefits and barriers of the adult degree
completion initiative participants who have completed their degree.
The study utilized a nonexperimental mixed methods design. A survey consisting
of 24 questions was distributed to 2,115 graduates of an adult degree completion
initiative. Data was collected from 477 quantitative responses and 1,910 responses from
the five open-ended questions on the survey instrument. The variables age and gender
were found to be statistically significant for adjusted salary although the trimmed data
analysis found the opposite results indicating an outlier influence. ROI and payback
period were found to be greater for those participants who obtained a 4-year degree than
a 2-year degree. The qualitative data revealed the themes of confidence/pride or personal
goal/self-accomplishment as major benefits of the participants returning to complete their
degree. Data revealed the themes of family responsibilities, financial and personal were
major barriers of the participants. Some of the participants felt eligible for a promotion,
positive title change, salary increase, or new work opportunities due to completing their
degree, while others realized a change.
Human capital development theory and screening theory both inform workforce
developers on strategies to make individuals more employable or marketable (Wang &
Holton, 2005). The participants in this study may have benefited from previously
acquired skills or on-the-job training in the past, but this study focused on the value of
education to an employer. From the findings of this study, the researcher agrees
education does signal value to an employer (Dobbs et al., 2008), although the employee’s
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skills and knowledge should not be discounted as an asset. Due to the imperfection of the
labor market, information on a potential employee’s value and productivity is difficult to
obtain in the hiring process, resulting in the popularity of degree screening as a hiring
method. Additionally, as found in this study, some organizations utilize degree
attainment as a salary benchmark in their current position.
The results of this and other studies on the impact of educational attainment
confirm there are economic and social benefits (Chan, 2016). Median earnings increase
with each level of education, but there are substantial variations in earnings at each level
of educational attainment. Determining a true return on investment is too complex for
simple formulas. Findings from this study emphasize the importance of using a mixed
methods study in determining the tangible and intangible benefits and barriers regarding
educational attainment. Student’s goals and objectives for higher education are rather
simplistic, but stakeholders and advocates of higher education should view the benefits
from a wider lens (Stephens, 2013; Zaback et al., 2012). As this study found, there are
numerous personal benefits of higher education for the degree recipient, but the benefits
to society are just as significant (Ma et al., 2016). The success of the United States
economy requires a more highly educated society, and leaders have a responsibility to
understand the impact at a national level but the impact of educational attainment for the
individuals who make up society (Carnevale & Rose, 2014).
The potential multiplier effect of educational attainment should not be
undervalued. From an economic development and human capital perspective, adult
degree completion initiatives are beneficial in providing individuals more opportunities
of obtaining knowledge, skills, and abilities. Local communities and states benefit
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economically and civically from individuals obtaining educational attainment. Adult
degree completion initiatives are a valuable asset in the continued workforce
development for this generation and the next.
Summary
This final chapter provides a summary of the study along with the findings. Job
change and salary change were found to be outcomes of degree attainment, and
participants did experience a positive return on investment and a short payback period.
While not every participant experienced a job or salary change, degree completion was
strongly associated with feelings of a personal goal accomplished, self-accomplishment,
confidence, and pride. Degree completion was also found to be a motivator for others.
Conclusions and practical recommendations addressing each finding from the research
were proposed. The limitations of the study were discussed, as well as the mitigation
techniques used. Finally, the researcher provided recommendations for future research
emerging from this study.
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Following obtaining the approval from the above submitted Application to
Conduct Research with Two or More MACC Institutions, the researcher contacted each
of the 15 community colleges in Mississippi for participation approval. All 15 colleges
provided participation approval for this study.
Coahoma Community College
Copiah-Lincoln Community College
East Central Community College
East Mississippi Community College
Hinds Community College
Holmes Community College
Itawamba Community College
Jones County Junior College
Meridian Community College
Mississippi Delta Community College
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College
Northeast Mississippi Community College
Northwest Mississippi Community College
Pearl River Community College
Southwest Mississippi Community College
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APPENDIX D – Permission to Access Population C2C
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APPENDIX E – Survey

Introduction

Thank you for participating in this Complete 2 Compete (C2C)
survey. The results of this survey will provide insights into the C2C
Program. The data collected will be only used for this study, and all
answers are confidential.

Consent

I understand that participation in this project is entirely voluntary,
and I may withdraw at any time without penalty, prejudice, or loss of
benefits. All personal information will be kept strictly confidential,
including my name and other identifying information in a passwordprotected file on the researcher’s computer.
The purpose of this study is to determine the tangible and intangible
benefits and barriers for individuals participating in Complete 2
Compete (C2C). The information provided will aid stakeholders of
adult degree completion initiatives to develop effective strategies for
those returning to a college or university to earn their degrees. This
survey has been sent to 2,115 graduates of the C2C program. This
survey is open for two weeks and should take anywhere from 2 to 10
minutes to complete. Read below for further information about
potential benefits or risks that might be incurred by participating in
the study.
Benefit(s): Individuals who participate will have the opportunity to
share their experiences from the adult completion initiative.
Participants will have the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of
two $100 Amazon gift cards.
Risk(s): Certain questions pertain to financial matters. Some
participants might feel uncomfortable providing this information.
Participants may skip questions or quit the survey at any time.
All procedures to be followed and their purposes were explained to
me. Any new information that develops during the project will be
provided to me if that information may affect my willingness to
continue participating in the project. The research was approved by
the USM IRB with the IRB ID (IRB-20-440), and the researcher is a
Ph.D. candidate at the University of Southern Mississippi. For
questions, contact the researcher below.
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Hannah Harrison, Doctoral Candidate
University of Southern Mississippi
Hannah.C.Harrison@usm.edu

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
By checking yes below, I am giving my consent to participate in this
research project.
[Multiple Choice]
Yes
No
Q1

If no, skip to End

What type of degree did you complete through the Complete 2
Compete program?
[Multiple Choice]
2-Year
4-Year

Q2

If 2 year, skip to Q2
If 4 year, skip to Q3

Select the college you completed your degree.
[Multiple Choice]
Coahoma Community College
Copiah-Lincoln Community College
East Central Community College
East Mississippi Community College
Hinds Community College
Holmes Community College
Itawamba Community College
Jones County Junior College
Meridian Community College
Mississippi Delta Community College
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community College
Northeast Mississippi Community College
Northwest Mississippi Community College
Pearl River Community College
Southwest Mississippi Community College

Q3

Select the university where you completed your degree.
[Multiple Choice]
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Alcorn State University
Delta State University
Jackson State University
Mississippi State University
Mississippi University for Women
Mississippi Valley State University
University of Mississippi
University of Mississippi Medical Center
University of Southern Mississippi
Q4

How many classes did you need to complete your degree after
enrolling in Complete 2 Compete?
[Multiple Choice]
0
1-3
4-6
7-9
10-12
13 or more

Q5

How much did you spend, either out-of-pocket or through student
loans, to earn your degree after re-enrolling through Complete 2
Compete?
[Constant Sum]
Outstanding Tuition (prior to re-enrollment)
Tuition and fees
Books and supplies
Total

Q6

How sure are you about the cost you reported in the above question?
[Slider]
0 – 100 %

Q7

After earning your degree, has your salary increased?
[Multiple Choice]
Yes
No

If no, skip to Q12
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Q8

What was your annual salary before re-enrolling through Complete 2
Compete?
[Text Entry]

Q9

What is your annual salary after earning your degree through
Complete 2 Compete?
[Text Entry]

Q10

How sure are you about the salaries you reported above?
[Slider]
0 – 100 %

Q11

How much did earning your degree contribute to an increase in
income?
[Slider]
0 – 100 %

Q12

Are you currently employed?
[Multiple Choice]
Yes
No

Q13

If no, skip to Q15

After earning your degree, has your job changed?
[Multiple Choice]
Yes
No

Q14

If no, skip to Q15

How has your job changed?
[Multiple Choice]
At the SAME employer.....RECEIVED a promotion or positive title
change
At the SAME employer.....DID NOT RECEIVE a promotion or
positive title change
135

At a DIFFERENT employer.....RECEIVED a promotion or positive
title change
At a DIFFERENT employer.....DID NOT RECEIVE a
promotion or positive title change or positive title change
Other ________________
Q15

Do you live in Mississippi?
[Multiple Choice]
Yes
No

Q16

If yes, please enter the county below. [Text Entry]
If no, skip to Q16

Please specify your ethnicity.
[Multiple Choice]
White
Black or African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other

Q17

What is your age?
[Multiple Choice]
Under 25
25-34
35-64
Over 64

Q18

What is your gender?
[Multiple Choice]
Female
Male
Other

Q19

Describe some of the work-related benefits of completing your
degree.
[Text Entry]
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Q20

Describe some of the personal benefits of completing your degree.
[Text Entry]

Q21

Describe some of the reasons you did not return to finish your degree
earlier.
[Text Entry]

Q22

Describe some of the reasons you decided to complete your degree
now.
[Text Entry]

Q23

Do you have any stories or experiences you would like to share about
your Complete 2 Compete experience? If yes, please share below.
[Text Entry]

Q24

Additional Comments
[Text Entry]

Conclusion

I personally want to thank you for completing the survey.
If you would like to enter a drawing for one of two $100 Amazon gift
cards, please click DRAWING ENTRY below, and you will be
redirected to a separate form.
DRAWING ENTRY
https://usmuw.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0d140cFX8xJcmbQ
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APPENDIX F – Drawing

Introduction

Note: The information you provide below is not connected to the
survey and will only be used to contact you if your name is drawn.
Please enter your name and your preferred method of contact to enter
the drawing for one of two $100 Amazon gift cards.

Q1

Name
[Text Entry]

Q2

Email Address or Phone Number
[Text Entry]
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APPENDIX G – Prenotification Email
TO: ALL C2C Graduates
FROM: c2c@ ihl.state.ms.us
SUBJECT: Invitation for Complete 2 Compete Study
Greetings!
I am excited to let you know the Complete 2 Compete (C2C) program has graduated over
2,100 students to date. Here at C2C, we are continuing to make strides to be more
effective for the community in which we serve. As a part of that process, we are working
with Hannah Harrison, Ph.D. candidate at the University of Southern Mississippi, to
conduct research regarding your experience in the C2C program. The research was
approved by the USM IRB with the IRB ID (IRB-20-440).
The information you provide in this study aids the C2C program coordinators to continue
helping Mississippians earn their degrees.
Next week, you will be sent an email from Hannah with a survey link. Here is what you
need to know:
•
•

Participation in the survey is 100% voluntary.
The information you submit on the survey is confidential.

If you are willing to assist with this research, simply take the 10-min survey sent to your
email address. As a thank you, you will be offered the opportunity to enter a drawing for
one of two $100 Amazon gift cards.
Thank you in advance for your help and support of the C2C program!
Regards,
Amber Palmer
C2C Project Coordinator
apalmer@ihl.state.ms.us
(601) 432-6362
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APPENDIX H – Digital Postcard
TO: ALL C2C Graduates
FROM: c2c@ ihl.state.ms.us
SUBJECT: Complete 2 Compete Study
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APPENDIX I – Survey Email
TO: ALL C2C Graduates
FROM: hannah.c.harrison@usm.edu
SUBJECT: Complete 2 Compete Survey
Hello,
Let me introduce myself. My name is Hannah Harrison, and I am a PhD candidate at the
University of Southern Mississippi. I am studying your experience with the Complete 2
Compete (C2C) program. The USM Institutional Review Board approved this research
with the ID (IBR-20-440).
To participate in the study, click the survey link below. The survey should take
anywhere from 2 to 10 minutes of your time. Participation in the survey is 100%
voluntary, and the information submitted on the survey is confidential.
Survey Link: https://usmuw.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cZmNd3gp7dxncDb
As a thank you, I would like to offer you the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of
two $100 Amazon gift cards. The sign-up link is located at the end of the survey. Once
the survey is closed, I will contact the winners.
If you have any questions regarding the study, please feel free to contact me.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Hannah Harrison
Doctoral Candidate, University of Southern Mississippi
Hannah.C.Harrison@usm.edu
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APPENDIX J – First Reminder Email

TO: ALL C2C Graduates
FROM: hannah.c.harrison@usm.edu
SUBJECT: Reminder Complete 2 Compete Survey
If you haven’t completed the survey, there is STILL TIME!
To participate in the study, click the survey link below. The survey should take
anywhere from 2 to 10 minutes of your time. Participation in the survey is 100%
voluntary, and the information submitted on the survey is confidential.
Survey Link: https://usmuw.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cZmNd3gp7dxncDb
As a thank you, I am offering you the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of two $100
Amazon gift cards. The sign-up link is located at the end of the survey. Once the survey
is closed, I will contact the winners.
For those of you who have completed the survey, I greatly appreciate your support.
Thank you for helping me complete my degree!
Hannah Harrison
Doctoral Candidate, University of Southern Mississippi
Hannah.C.Harrison@usm.edu
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APPENDIX K – Second Reminder Email

TO: ALL C2C Graduates
FROM: hannah.c.harrison@usm.edu
SUBJECT: FINAL Reminder Complete 2 Compete Survey
Last Chance!
The survey link closes [DATE].
To participate in the study, click the survey link below. The survey should take
anywhere from 2 to 10 minutes of your time. Participation in the survey is 100%
voluntary, and the information submitted on the survey is confidential.
Survey Link: https://usmuw.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cZmNd3gp7dxncDb
As a thank you, I would like to offer you the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of
two $100 Amazon gift cards. The sign-up link is located at the end of the survey. Once
the survey is closed, I will contact the winners.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Hannah Harrison
Doctoral Candidate, University of Southern Mississippi
Hannah.C.Harrison@usm.edu
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